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	1. A Star Come to Earth

**A/N: Hey guys! As you can see, the rest of the chapters are gone, but fear not, they will be back! This fic is getting a reboot where I shall rewrite all the chapters. Sorry the fic died for so long, I had so many sweet reviewers asking me if this was going to be updated because they enjoyed it so much, and I felt so horrible. Then, one night I just started fooling around with the fic again, and enlisted the help of a beta who's just as deranged as I am, John Mccallistair. He gets all the credit for writing the dream sequence at the beginning, as well as touches throughout the rest of the chapter. So yes everyone, brace yourselves, because Star is back! Enjoy!**

_He awoke in a dream to the mists. Those horrible mists. He had never seen the ground because there was always so much mist. This was no place and every place, nothing more than a stadium to be tortured in._

_"No…" he murmured, his whisper echoing on walls that were not there. His own voice came back through the mist to taunt him. He was alone, just like always, with nothing but the sound of his voice, weak, annoying and high with fear to support him. It did him little good. No matter how much he talked, his own voice could never soothe him. He could not help himself, and was instead his own prey._

_The eyes lit up, pairs of red, two by two pierced through the mist. There were always dozens of them, maybe hundreds. Only a few would ever come at any given time, but he knew they were all there. Every member of every clan, the wolves assembled. Where had they come from? He couldn't remember, only that they had always been there. Always in the mist, always waiting for him to visit them so that they could visit him in turn. They called to him, demanding his presence when their maws were dry and their loins aching with anticipation._

_"Well look who stopped by…"_

_"It must be two weeks now…"_

_"In this place anyway, the Boss is always around when he's awake…"_

_"I want his neck…_

_"Blood…"_

_They all whispered, growling as they whispered and every slight imbalance in the mist rang in Hiccup's ear. It gathered in a whirlwind, a hurricane of voices that wouldn't stop, that swirled around him as they lusted for him. This was it; he had once more become the prey, lame and helpless. This was how it always was. He looked to the pairs of malevolent rubies that shined in the shroud that surrounded him, the only indication of their form that began to move, to dance around him in excitement as they whipped themselves into a frenzy._

_"Please…" he tried to beg as the noise of their demands made his head pound agonizingly, "I don't-I don't want this."_

_He always deluded himself in thinking he'd get sympathy, that at some point they'd take pity on his poor soul if he just begged hard enough. But they didn't care; they pounced at him, only a few of them at any time. The rest always watched, no doubt sadistically licking themselves at the sight of blood and the sweet sound of flesh being torn from bone, muscle fibers and veins ripping like weeds. They smashed him to the ground, teeth and claws gnawing at any place they could find. He felt like he was being stabbed by a thousand spears, each causing his blood to gush as it quickly flooded his mouth, nose and throat. They were all chewing on them as one in particular went for his face, ripping off most of his nose and then going for the lower jaw, sticking its tongue down his throat as it did so._

_"Stop!" Hiccup cried out, back arching from the pain, "Please!" he could barely talk as he was torn apart, chunks of his flesh thrown to the endless hoards waiting in the mist, fighting with each other for each drop of his blood._

_"What? You want something else? You want…" The wolf on top of him snarled with a smile as it stood on top of him, claws digging into his chest. "…me?"_

_" … Hiccup breathed, tears welling up in his eyes, "I don't want to be hurt anymore. No more hurt! All I want is-"_

_"A friend?" The wolf scoffed, and the sentiment was echoed by the others, "Why would anyone want you as a friend? You see things that aren't there, people don't do that. We're your friends, didn't you know? Everyone else will come and go, we…" The wolf lowered his snout to Hiccup's remnant of a nose, forcing the wounded shell of a man to stare at his own blood dripping from the beast's ivory teeth. "… are here forever."_

_"Yes…who else provides us with so much fun?" Another wolf cracked, and the others agreed, the hoard joined in a chorus of anticipatory shouts._

_"Get on with it!"_

_"Let's see it!"_

_"No…" Hiccup mumbled, knowing what was coming next. They never even left him as a full corpse when they desecrated him. All they wanted were the remains, to show their true domination of that bloodied, torn apart carcass that would be left behind for dead._

_"So shut up, and let's get on with it," The Boss wolf growled, signaling the other wolves to back off as Hiccup was turned on to his back, immovable and helpless as he looked at his detached arm. He couldn't even feel the pain anymore. He had no blood left to bleed, no screams left to shout. He just wanted it to end so he could leave the mist, so that the wolves would leave him alone. The Boss bared his teeth in a smile, "You know the drill by now."_

_Hiccup squirmed desperately as he dug the massive claws into his back before thrusting into him with unabated aggression. Hiccup screamed, just as the mist began to clear._

He jerked awake, blind and deaf to his surroundings. He fell out of his chair, placing a hand over his heart which was trying to smash its way out of his chest. Hiccup felt nauseous and faint, tasting the fear left over from his dream on his tongue. Sweat was tickling its way down his jaw and spine, hot and sticky like blood.

Blood…

Looking down, Hiccup noticed that no, there was no blood on him. All his limbs were there, there were no scratches or paw prints on his skin, yet the feeling of violation lingered. Once all these assertions were made and his ears stopped ringing and his heart rate began to slow, the thrum of the cafeteria began to filter in once more.

He heard footsteps coming towards him too, and Hiccup looked over in their direction. Oh, just a nurse. Probably making sure he hadn't cracked his head open. She bent over him and helped him back into his seat, but Hiccup didn't make eye contact with her. She brushed him off and prodded him methodically, asking him if he was hurt anywhere and what happened. The world began to turn a grey tinge, darkening to dusk in front of Hiccup's eyes, and he didn't answer the nurse's questions.

"Well, you seem alright," The nurse decided in the lieu of his silence, "You have to be careful, Hiccup. We worry about you. Have you not been taking your meds these past few days?"

"…no, I have." He mumbled, knowing that no response was going to win him favor with the overworked and underpaid.

"Liar." The Snake accused, breathing poison in Hiccup's ear. "I know you haven't, if you were I wouldn't be here now would I? She doesn't care about you, none of them do. She's a liar like you are. She wants to see you dead like I do."

The nurse paused, waiting for Hiccup to say something. He used to be quite talkative; at least he was when he first arrived, all smiles and beautiful, shy hope. Meds worked wonders for him, but the damn shortage these past few months was taking a toll on him and the rest of the people in his position. He hadn't viewed the mental hospital as a prison like everyone else, but as a new beginning. It was a place that wasn't the orphanage he had grown up in, a place where people didn't ridicule him for his scrawny size or beat him because they were stronger than him. The nurse pitied him, knowing his struggle. He was such a simple young man, who had all the basics of life taken away from him by virtue of mental disease. She knew there was only one thing he wanted, and it was the only type of medicine she couldn't offer him.

A friend.

Just one friend. One person who, when they touched him would be gentle and genuine. One person who would take him into their arms without hesitation when tears sprang to his eyes for seemingly no reason and to hold him for as long as he wanted. One person who held a well of patience for him, for his fits and his disjointed thoughts that he desperately tried to articulate and just couldn't. Someone who looked upon him without fear and believed that the voices he was hearing were real, and would protect him from them.

One person who told him they loved him so he wouldn't have to be alone anymore. The voices were always so much worse when he was alone.

The nurse glanced towards his untouched breakfast, knowing she couldn't afford to spend too much time with any one patient in a public space like this. "You should probably start on that. That cereal is getting soggy."

Hiccup's vision grew grayer, and he could feel the Snake slithering about his ankles, deciding whether or not it should bite him today. He hated it when the Snake bit him. He always felt so sick afterwards, and he'd cry and cry but no one would comfort him. In the orphanage, they had always locked him in his room and waited until his cries faded to pitiful little whimpers, and here they pretty much did the same thing, except they'd locked him in a padded cell.

"Come on, Hiccup," the nurse prodded, lifting a spoonful of the cereal to his lips, "You have to eat. You're twenty pounds underweight, you know. You'd have more energy if you ate more."

Hiccup's gaze flickered down to the Snake still wrapped around his ankles. The serpent's eyes lit up in a blinding cobalt as curved fangs were bared threateningly. "If you take one bite of that, I'll crawl in your stomach and force it up your throat."

Hiccup shuddered and whined, looking straight ahead uncertainly. He couldn't look at the Snake, or the nurse, and he wanted to scream and run away. But where? Where could he go? There were no safe places in the hospital any more than there were in the orphanage. He felt the storm that normally rocked nauseatingly back and forth inside him spread to the outside, pelting him with rain and freezing him to his core. The storm was driving him to seek shelter in a warm, safe haven, but there was none to be found.

However, deep down in a small, lit corner of his mind that he kept hidden from the Boss Wolf and the Snake, he dreamt of a place that existed beyond the tree line outside the hospital. In his mind, it was a safe place, the haven he longed for, and someday he'd fly there, maybe even with this friend he kept dreaming about. And he'd be free, free from the hospital and all the people that had ever hurt him, and free from this chronic, invisible disease.

But at the moment, Hiccup felt cold and trapped, and he wrapped his arms around his depressed, hungry stomach, trying to warm and comfort himself. The nurse placed a hand on his shoulder and the Snake began to laugh, poising itself to strike his knees.

And then suddenly, a glow entered Hiccup's field of vision, heating the air in the cafeteria, stopping the rain and lighting everything up like a star come to Earth. It was dazzling; the overwhelming purity of it filled his chest and stomach and made him feel weightless. He breathed in deeply, smelling raspberries and summer sunshine.

The glow faded slightly, and then a little more until Hiccup could see that it wasn't a star after all, but a blonde girl with a scowl on her face and an unnecessarily heavy stomp to her gait.

The nurse must have noticed where his gaze was fixed, because as the girl sat down at a table by herself, she began to speak about the newcomer. "She was just admitted last night. Astrid, I think her name is. She's a pretty girl, but boy does she have a foul mouth. Didn't say anything to us except to tell us where we could stick our clipboards when we made her take her meds."

"Astrid…" Hiccup repeated, tasting her name and savoring it. It tasted like the light around her smelled; sweet and alluring. He heard the Snake hissing furiously, but it sounded further away, enough to the point that he could ignore it. He continued to stare, completely enchanted.

There was a crash, followed by a shout by the doorway of the cafeteria, and the nurse sighed, before getting up and going towards the commotion. Suddenly, one of the other teenagers in the hospital appeared out of nowhere and snatched something off of Astrid's tray. She sprang to her feet with a furious "Hey!"

"What?" The kid scoffed, taking a bite out of what looked like a sweet roll, "You'll just go and throw it up later anyway."

He finished off the roll and danced out of the way, laughing harshly as Astrid sprang up after him, only for her legs to catch on the table legs, sending her crashing to the ground. She let out a noise of fury, but didn't get up right away, her body jarred from the fall. Hiccup tilted his head, brows rising upward, concern filling his breast in wonderful waves. He glanced down at his own tray, before picking up the uneaten sweet roll sitting on it and standing up slowly.

He made his way over to the girl, leaving the Snake writhing furiously in the corner, Boss Wolf growling beside it. They'd have their revenge later, for being ignored was the greatest insult that could ever be inflicted upon them. He was supposed to be afraid of them, and they were going to do everything in their power to make sure it stayed that way. In time of course. There is always much time to plant vengeance when trapped in another's consciousness.

The nurse went off to pursue the roll thief, no doubt deciding whether or not to ready her pager for security. Hiccup kept picking his way towards this aurora crowned interloper before him. When he stopped in front of her, and when she saw his feet in her line of vision, she glared up at him with a bitter scowl.

"Yeah?" Astrid snorted, bangs mussed from her fall. Her hair was in a braid. "The hell do you want? Go ahead and laugh, see what happens."

Hiccup tilted his head at her again, her glow all the more lovely up close. He leaned over, held out the sweet roll, and did something he had done only a few times in his life.

He smiled.

"Hi," he said softly, "I'm Hiccup."

Astrid glanced down at the roll, then back up at Hiccup, one eyebrow raised in angry disbelief.

"What?" she asked, squinting at him like she didn't know what he was. Hiccup shrugged.

"You should try one," he said, nodding, "They're really good."

Eventually, as if she expected it to bite her, Astrid took the roll, before she heaved herself back into her seat. When Hiccup continued to stare at her, she said awkwardly, "Um…thanks. I appreciate it."

"No," Hiccup insisted, "Thank you. You scared away the Snake before he could bite me."

Astrid replied, "The who?"

"You're beautiful," he continued, "You're all lit up. Like a star."

She blinked several times, before something shifted in her gaze and she said, "I am?" Her voice was softer, not as hard now. It was music, good music that he could focus on. Suddenly, Hiccup wished he could touch her, to affirm he was really seeing her. But it isn't possible to touch a star.

But maybe it's possible to be friends with one?

"Can I eat here with you?" He asked.

Astrid shrugged. "Don't see any reason why not."

Hiccup's smile widened, and for the first time in his life, he could feel some semblance of light, of life, and impossible hope.

While they sat and ate, Astrid told him why she was there; admitted for bulimia, and that she was obviously less than thrilled about it. But her family had all but forced her into the car, and her diminished frame was no match for her two big brothers, so she didn't have much of a choice. And then she was off on a plane, and that was it, here until she showed signs of improvement. Yay.

"So what are you here for?" she asked in the spirit of conversation.

A question. Crap. Hiccup chewed his lower lip, nervous. He hadn't had a conversation with someone in a long time. "I'm, uh…my head. It's red, dead….red and dead. They said. She said, everyone said."

Astrid blinked at him, her eyes narrowing apprehensively. She stopped mid chew, turning her body as if she was preparing to get up from the table.

"No," Hiccup amended quickly, running a hand through his hair, "I- my head. It's, I'm, paranoid. It's schizophrenia. Paranoid schizophrenia."

He was proud of himself for finally getting through the sentence, but now nervous as to what her reaction would be. Stupid brain wouldn't form the words he wanted, couldn't form them, was all sick and disjointed. He formed a fist on top of the table reflexively, knuckles turning white.

"Oh," Astrid replied stiffly, "Is that the one where you have more than one personality?"

Another question. He liked it better when she had been the one talking so he could just focus on her voice. God he was so bad at this, but he wanted to try. He just had to force his tongue to work in tandem with his brain, he could do this. He could do this for the pretty girl that had drawn him like a moth with her flame.

"No." Good. That was a good start. "It's the one…mmm, one where…the pear, it cares, hair, rrgh- stop it."

He thumped his fist against his forehead, trying to jostle his head so that it worked properly. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Astrid jump.

"Sorry," he apologized, growing nervous that she was going to leave him. But then again he wouldn't blame her if she did. "It's the one where…" he took a deep breath, "one where you hear voices. Voices. And they tell you to do things."

"…Oh. Okay then. That doesn't sound like much fun."

"It's not."

Silence passed between them, silence Hiccup didn't like. Astrid was still poised to get up from the table and leave him, and he didn't feel that there was anything he could say to stop it. Hell, anything he said would probably just push her to get up and leave faster.

So he was amazed when she mumbled, "I'm sorry. That really does sound horrible. Much worse than fucked up body image."

She finished her breakfast and pushed the tray away. "I still don't want to be here for a fucking year. I don't need to be here that long, I'm not as bad as some."

"I've been here, a- um, a, three years," Hiccup stated.

"And how long until you get out?" Astrid wanted to know.

"I don't. I don't have a f-mmm. A family."

Astrid went silent again, her eyes widening, and Hiccup watched in relief as her body turned back towards him. She regarded him with disbelief as she said slowly, "No family? As in, you're stuck here for good?"

Hiccup nodded. "But it's not so bad. I'm wishing."

"For what?"

"A friend. To be free. A friend to be free with."

At that, Astrid asked hesitantly, "How old are you?"

Hiccup thought for a moment. "Twenty."

"And you've never had a friend in all that time?"

He laughed at that, a high pitched, hollow laugh that set Astrid's teeth on edge. "No one but the Snake and the Boss Wolf. And the others. They tell me they're only friends I need. But they hurt me." He shook his eye, averting his eyes to the ground. "You scared them away. Thank you."

Astrid considered him cautiously, and wondered, "Because I'm 'lit up?"

"Yes," he affirmed.

Suddenly, the bell went off that signaled the end of the meal. Hiccup stood up, and Astrid followed suit, both of them noticing the other patients in the cafeteria lining up at the nurse's desk where a couple of nurses stood with pill bottles and cups, each marked for a different patient.

"Oh those must be the meds," Astrid groaned, "Yay. Can't wait to start taking those. Have to see my psychiatrist first today and they're going to stick me on something."

"Yeah," Hiccup agreed, "They're not nice." They were poisoned, the Boss Wolf often reminded him. That was why he felt so miserable after taking them.

So they walked towards the line, Hiccup trudging into it while Astrid was walked past them. She waved and told him, "See you later, Hiccup." He waved feebly back, watching her go.

When it came to be his turn in line, the nurse simply shrugged. "Sorry, Hiccup," he apologized, "Still out of the Thorazine. You'll have to settle for Clozaril for now."

Hiccup just shivered, barely listening to him, instead watching as Astrid was led away down the hall by her nurse, taking her warmth and lovely light with her. Behind him, he heard the telltale cackles of the Boss Wolf and the laughing hisses of the Snake. He swallowed his meds obediently, knowing they were pointless. These older meds didn't help relieve the hallucinations; they just made him dizzy and his head ache. He hated it.

His nurse nudged him forward, and Hiccup knew she was taking him back to his room. That's where he always went after breakfast until it was time to socialize in group therapy. Except no one ever wanted to talk to him and he was terrible at socializing.

"Because you're better off alone," hissed the Snake, slithering along the floor beside him.

"No one likes you," the Boss Wolf added, "Except us, because you taste so good."

Hiccup's feet began to drag, feeling as if he was trying to walk through water. Upon looking down, he saw that he was indeed. Water pooled around his ankles, murky and slimy, and he swore he heard insects buzzing in the distance.

"Come on Hiccup," his nurse encouraged him, "Pick it up."

His friends laughed mockingly, and Hiccup laughed with them, wondering what was so funny but not wanting to be left out. His nurse glanced at him worriedly, placing a hand on his shoulder and steering him down the hall.

Wait, no. Not a hall. There were vines hanging over a foggy river where the walls should have been, humidity settling clogging his pores and filling his lungs. The insects buzzed louder, accompanied by the fevered splashing of round little fishes that flashed their teeth at him as they writhed near his feet. The Snake had become an anaconda, huger and more threatening than ever, and the Boss Wolf had grown moss on his fur that hung in soggy rivulets. The whole place smelled like fermented death and Hiccup brought his hand up to cover his nose and mouth.

"No Hiccup," the nurse admonished him gently, taking hold of his wrist and bringing his hand down back down to his side. Hiccup gagged on the smell.

"Breakfast not agreeing with you?" she asked. Hiccup didn't answer her.

"He's coming," the Snake whispered, "He's coming."

"He wants your blood," Boss Wolf added, "more than I do."

A dark shape glided silently in the opposite direction from down the river towards him. Hiccup froze, his heart suddenly kicking into overdrive and his throat feeling unnaturally swollen and tight. His lower back began to ache, and his breaths began to come high pitched and desperate. A smile full of sharp teeth was slowly directed at him, the only feature visible in the shadow's face.

"No," Hiccup mumbled.

"He wants you…"

"He'll fuck you until there's nothing left…"

"You're his."

The creature finally came up beside him, greeting him very cordially. Hiccup could see maggots squirming inside its mouth, he felt bile burn its way up from his stomach. Before it could speak anymore, he struck out, his hand disappearing into the shadow and striking something as hard as stone. It cried out, before righting itself and bearing its teeth, snarling a horrible, high pitched sound at him that nearly made his eardrums burst. Maggots burst forth from the creature's mouth, landing on his skin and immediately trying to burrow into his flesh, and Hiccup shrieked, brushing them off.

Soon more shadows appear, each armed with sharp teeth and maggot breath. They surrounded him, speaking in a garbling language. Desperate to break out, he struck another one, but it grabbed him when he tried to pass. The shadows touching his skin felt icy cold, and burned until steam began to rise from his flesh. He fought harder, screaming louder, and more shadows grabbed him, restricting his movement, until one of them lifted a syringe.

"No!" he yelled, kicking with his legs and wrenching his head so hard he was surprised he didn't snap his own neck, "No I don't want to go to sleep! Leave me alone, leave me _alone!_"

Too late. He was stuck, held firmly by the shadows. He felt a prick in his arm, and he yelped as not even a moment later the terrifying sensation of his adrenaline being dissipated by a heavy blanket of sedative washed over him. The shadows closed in, and then suddenly were dispersed, their scraping chattering silenced. And just before his eyes shut and his body was forced to succumb, he saw why.

There was a blindingly bright light floating above the river, and it smelled like raspberries.


	2. A Friend to Call My Name

**A/N: And here's the next one! Thanks again to John Mccallistair, the one, the only, the deranged. The only person who tells me "it's not sad enough, make it sadder" or "this needs more rape." I've found a good beta lol**

Astrid had just left the cafeteria and was on her way to the psychiatrist when she heard the commotion around the corner. It sounded like someone was acting up to the point where she heard the nurse page for security, and Astrid wouldn't have cared so much if she didn't recognize the shrieks of the patient having the meltdown.

"Hiccup," She whispered to herself, and began to speed up down the hallway, ignoring the warning voice of her nurse telling her to stay put until security showed up. She'd never been good at listening, and she had no intention of improving that skill now.

When she rounded the corner, she saw the boy she had just been talking to in the cafeteria punch another one of the patients in the chest, the very same kid who stole her roll at lunch. The kid who had been punched recoiled, stood still in surprise for a moment, and then immediately lunged forward, just barely stopped by his nurse, who clearly would not be able to hold him for long.

"Yeah, you little shit? You want some?" He taunted with smug confidence, more assured in his fighting skills than he would have otherwise been outside of asylum walls. "Come here, I'll give you some!"

"Cado! Enough!" His nurse said, trying to coax him back. The patient was too caught up in his own emotions to bother listening, continuing to shout obscenities and death threats while all but pushing his nurse out of the way so he could get to the source of his anger.

Hiccup, for his part didn't look like he shared his anger at all. If anything, even though he was the one who threw the punch, he looked downright terrified. His eyes were huge and he was backing up rapidly, pulling his nurse along with him, who was trying to wrap her arms around him and subdue him. However, that seemed to backfire majorly, as the restraint seemed to scare Hiccup even more. He began to thrash and struggle, and finally broke free only to run into the arms of three security officers summoned by the pager. Trapped, Hiccup resumed his frantic attempts to break free while the nurse tried to calm him down, but he was beyond listening.

Astrid saw the glint of the needle one of the nurses pulled out a second before Hiccup did.

"No!" He cried out, his voice becoming high pitched, "I don't want to go to sleep! Leave me alone, _leave me alone!_"

The sound of his cries pulled at something deep within her. Just a moment ago he was telling her how he had no one to care about him and just wanted a friend. Now she saw it for what it was. He was all alone, scared and fighting with nobody to reassure him or calm him down. The cacophony of noises between the security guards speaking orders to each other, Cado still snarling in the background while also being threatened with a sedative, and the nurses speaking more loudly than they needed to was making _Astrid's_ heart race, never mind how much it had to be affecting Hiccup's anxiety. She watched as the nurse pricked Hiccup's arm with the needle, and he flinched hard. Astrid winced.

Slowly, not knowing what she was doing or why, Astrid moved a little closer to him. His willowy, thin frame was almost swallowed by those of the three security guards holding him in place. His sobs were dry and wrenching, and he was still arching his back and knocking his skull against the chest of one of the guards. She stopped once she was only a few feet away, and the noise of the commotion seemed to fade slightly. Hiccup was beginning to droop in the arms of the security guards, his struggles slowing, his chest shuddering with whimpering moans. The sounds hurt to hear.

Hiccup's head suddenly turned drowsily in her direction, and she shivered when their eyes met. He was clearly trying to fight the sedative, his eyelids drooping and then snapping open again. His face was drawn, too pale, and sweat was shining on his forehead and cheeks. But as he looked at her, something in his cloudy, fearful gaze shifted and the light seemed to return to his eyes.

But it only lasted a second. After that the sedative took hold of him the boy's eyes shut, his body going limp as every muscle relaxed. The security guards lifted him up in their arms and took him away, disappearing around a corner and out of Astrid's sight. She started to follow them, unaware that she was doing so, before her nurse gently placed a hand on her shoulder and told her she had an appointment she had to keep.

000

The next morning, Astrid heard that both Hiccup and Cado had been sent to a place within the hospital called the "quiet room." And while the quiet room didn't sound horrible, it didn't sound like fun either. It was basically a time out room for patients. It was padded so patients couldn't hurt themselves, and they were supposed to remain in there until they had calmed down enough to come out. And although that wasn't the worst experience in the world, the thought of Hiccup being stuck inside one of those rooms, especially after seeing how scared he had been yesterday, had made her oatmeal taste like glue that morning.

And as she left to go to her first group meeting, they passed in front of an ordinary door with a tiny window on it, and it was clearly labeled as the quiet room off to the side. A nurse and a security guard stood on either side of it, leading Astrid to believe that someone was in there. And if that didn't tip her off, the loud banging inside the room certainly did. Her step slowed slightly. Could that possibly be the room that Hiccup was in? Or was that where they were keeping Cado?

She didn't get her answer until she was past the room, and heard Hiccup's voice cry out, "Let me out! Please, they're hurting me! _They're hurting me_!"

Astrid's breath hitched, and she hesitated in the hall. Her nurse shook her head sympathetically and nudged Astrid gently forward, saying softly, "Come on, love. You can't help him. I know it's hard to listen to, but it's for his own safety and everyone else's."

That may have been so, but it didn't stop his petrified voice from echoing in her head all the way down to and throughout the group meeting.

Later that afternoon Astrid found herself in the recreation room, completely alone save for a few other patients that didn't want anything to do with her, and completely bored, but she was getting sick of sitting in her room. As she sat on a chair with a worn out cushion trying to get herself lost in a bad romance novel, she found herself missing her laptop with a vengeance. Computer time here was limited, and she wasn't allowed to have her phone. This place was setting to drive her crazier than she already was with those two rules alone. Plus, all the crap with Hiccup had both traumatized her and intrigued her in a way that she couldn't hope to sort out, but at least that coupled with all the adjustment she'd been doing to the hospital had helped take her mind off the desire to purge, at least for a few days.

Her initial impression of Hiccup was that he was nuttier than a pecan pie, and truth be told she had been a bit frightened when he told her he had schizophrenia. But, although it had come out of the blue, he had told her she was beautiful and lit up "like a star." No one had told her she was beautiful before and meant it. At least, no one was sober and wasn't treating her like a breathing sex toy. And without this prompting of others, she had never believed it herself. Hence why she was so obsessed with trimming her waist and then some, to the point where it was all she ever thought about. And no one looked at her like Hiccup did for that moment they spent at the table when he was just listening to her talk, like she was a precious treasure. Was it awkward? Of course. But he did seem sincere. And he hadn't acted afraid of her like so many people back home did when she'd slip into one of her rages or go off on a cussing spree. She supposed it took a madman to understand someone of her own unique personality.

Yet perhaps she was even madder than him, because Astrid found that she wanted to talk to him again. She wanted to learn more about how she glowed, about the creatures that taunted him and how her glow scared them away.

The door to the rec room clicked open, and Astrid peered over her book that she hadn't really been reading. She nearly jumped when, speak of the devil, Hiccup shuffled in, followed by a couple of nurses. Thankfully he didn't look too bad physically, save for some dark circles under his eyes. However, he entered the room as a beaten dog might, shrinking his head back again his shoulders and his steps very slow and deliberate. He didn't look at anyone left his nurse's side as soon as possible, heading over to a moon chair sitting by the window. He sat in it, tucking his feet beneath him, and was all but swallowed up by the cushions in the chair. His gaze slid to his lap and showed no intention of looking elsewhere.

Considering this was the best chance she was likely to get for a while, Astrid put down her book, stood up, and carefully made her way over to him, stopping once she was standing beside him. He continued to stare at his lap, oblivious to her presence. She hoped he would look up at her, ask what she was doing there and start the conversation that way. But as he remained perfectly still, she realized today things had to be up to her. Here went nothing.

"Hey, Hiccup," She said as softly and as nonchalantly as she could manage. He didn't react. After a few beats of awkward silence, Astrid tried again.

"You okay? Heard they put you in the quiet room. That doesn't sound like much fun."

She waited, and again Hiccup said nothing; he remained still and silent. The only noise was the quiet whisperings of the other patients on the other side of the room, and when she lifted her head, she saw them look away and giggle. Astrid scowled at them, feeling her stomach growl both from want of food and a disgust for the leeches that dared to judge her.

Just when she was beginning to think this was a waste of time, Hiccup started suddenly and looked up at her, his eyes wide and surprised, as if he just realized she was there. The look of surprise then slowly melted to one of awe and relief, before he sucked in a gasp and glared at the floor again.

"Let me talk to her," He said through gritted teeth, and violently stomped one of his legs. Astrid winced at the slapping sound his bare foot made against the hard floor. It was loud, and it certainly would have hurt if she had done it.

Shaking himself, Hiccup looked back up at her again, and declared, "Astrid."

A little unsettled, she replied waveringly, "You remembered my name?"

"Couldn't forget your name," He said, shaking his head. "Name, game, rain, shame- er, name. Just name. Stop it."

"Right." She rubbed her arm unsurely. This was weird. He was the only boy she had ever had a problem talking to, and it wasn't because he was too attractive. Although objectively, it wouldn't be too much of a stretch to say he might be a little cute if his spine wasn't trying to break out of his hospital issued scrubs. "I wanted to talk with you a bit. If you want. I had some questions."

Hiccup blinked up at her, his face alternating between coloring and going paler than it already was. His lips trembled as he asked, "Why?"

"Um, I can leave if you want"-

"No. Stay. I just…not good. At the uh- um, answering…things."

For some reason, this made Astrid laugh, and she told him sincerely, "Me neither. I hope that's okay with you."

Hiccup sighed, and smiled, and she asked, "May I sit with you?"

He nodded, and Astrid cautiously tucked herself in beside him, feeling his bony hips, ribs and shoulders digging into her own bony hips, ribs and shoulders, and she shifted around until she found a spot where she felt more comfortable. When she did, it was then that she noticed Hiccup's body was too cold, and there was a subtle quiver in his frame. She felt bad that she really couldn't offer him any warmth; her body was just as skinny as his.

"So," Astrid began unsurely, "Can you explain to me again the whole 'star' thing?"

And so Hiccup did. He told her first about the creatures that had tormented him for as long as he could remember. He told her about the Boss Wolf and how he liked to make him bleed and the Snake and how he made him sick. They were the main ones now. However a few times there had been a creature called the Crow that told him he was really the Devil in disguise, and he scared Hiccup most of all.

"He's told me to kill myself lots of times," He explained in an oddly clear, monotone voice, "Or that I should hurt others. So I figured if I starved myself he'd leave. Don't want to hurt. Want a friend. I try to be nice. But I'm bad. Scary. Crazy."

The corner of Astrid's mouth twitched upward and she took one of his hands in her own. His fingers were so bony, and his wrist was so pale that his veins appeared almost as dark as ink under the surface. "Nah. You're too skinny to be scary. You need to eat, kid. I mean, right now I'm at eighty pounds, and I'll bet I weigh as much as you. And considering you're taller than I am, that's not good."

Hiccup's shoulders slumped, and he mumbled, "Want to eat. Snake won't let me. You scared him away your first day. Day, may, lay…heh. That's how you're a star. You glow. It scares them. It's magic."

Astrid pursed her lips together and hummed in consideration. Then, she stood up, squeezed his shoulder and told him to give her a moment. She went over to the closest nurse; spoke with her, never forgetting Hiccup's huge, green eyes boring holes into her back the entire time. A moment later, she returned with a small sleeve of crackers, and nudged Hiccup aside so she could join him in his chair.

She jerked her head towards the nurse, saying, "She's got her eye on me. Of course she was suspicious when I asked for food, but I promised her they were for you and she was could watch us all she wanted. So here you go."

Astrid dug one out of the sleeve and held it up for him. Hiccup bit his lower lip and glanced down at his ankles, color draining harshly from his face, and this time she had an idea of what he was seeing and hearing.

"Hiccup," She said with conviction, "Enough. He can't hurt you"-

"Stop," Hiccup moaned, "I'm tired of everyone telling me they're not real." He seemed to be exhibiting the exact words he spoke, like he had explained this concept to people that refused to believe him over and over again, people that were supposed to help relieve his suffering and they started off his treatment by telling him he was wrong. "They are! They hurt me, Astrid. They hurt me in the quiet room; they hurt me in my room. I tried to run away and they follow me! I don't act like this because I want to. I hate it!"

His voice had grown in volume until he was almost yelling, and Astrid tried hard not to shy away from it. However, some movement out of the corner of her vision made her eyes flick towards the door, where she noticed a couple nurses beginning to inch towards them, keeping their gazes locked on Hiccup. Cold dread leaked into Astrid's blood. She'd already seen them drag him away once. She didn't want to witness that again, and she was damn sure Hiccup didn't want to experience that again either. She couldn't, wouldn't let it happen again.

"Hey, hey…" She continued, gripping one of his shoulders a little too tightly, hoping the pain would keep him focused on her, "I never said the voices weren't real; they are. And they say horrible things."

Hiccup began to tremble in earnest, and he glanced at the floor again, before whining softly and scooting closer to her.

Astrid huffed. "You know, how come the voices in people's heads never say anything nice to them? Like, why don't they give compliments? Why do they always have to say things like, 'you're worthless and annoying, you're better off dead, no one really cares about you and they never will, you'll always be alone'?" She could feel her throat closing and tears stinging her eyes, having heard a little voice that sounded like her mother in her head tell her things like that over and over again. And apparently something she said must have resonated with Hiccup, because his whining grew louder, and his chest began to shudder. But Astrid pushed on, determined.

"Well that's just not fucking true. You're not worthless, and you deserve a friend. If you want, I'll be your friend. How does that sound? Would you mind having me as a friend?"

Hiccup didn't answer her, but he did look up from the floor and at her face again. She paused and swallowed hard, worried she had said too much too soon, or not enough. So Astrid kept going. "I mean, I kind of suck as a person. I haven't been a good friend to my friends back at home. But I'm willing to try again. For you. I'm willing to try and give a shit again for you."

Hiccup's pupils were wavering, dilating and sharpening, trying to focus on her. She could see that he was fighting an invisible battle that he hadn't bothered to fight in a long time, and it was taking its toll. He had gone very pale, his lips turning grey and his stomach contracting visibly even under his hospital scrubs, as if he were trying not to throw up. Astrid leaned forward a little closer, deciding to give him a new voice to listen to, one that was just as stubborn as those that wanted to destroy him.

"You said I was magic, right? Then that means as long as I'm with you, they can't hurt you."

A shiver vibrated all the way from the base of Hiccup's spine to the top of his head, and he buried his nose against the side of her neck, taking in deep drags of her scent. It startled Astrid, but she understood and let him do what he had to in order to beat back his demons. His hair brushed against her cheek in the process, and she had a passing thought that it was very warm and very much needed to be washed.

"I'm your friend now, Hiccup. You're stuck with me."

After a moment, he pulled away from her neck and sat up, looking her in the eye. The whites of his eyes had gone red with the effort of holding back tears, and he was still shaking and pale. The nurses were still tensed. Astrid could swear she saw one's hand twitch towards his syringe. But Hiccup glanced down at his feet, and then back up at Astrid. Slowly, a brilliant smile broke across his face, and he laughed breathlessly.

Astrid found herself joining in his laughter, completely unsure of what had just happened but guessing since the color was returning to his lips that it must have been something positive. This was only confirmed when she handed him the crackers and watched with utter joy as he popped one in his mouth. He chewed slowly, tentatively, and when nothing happened, he gulped it quickly. His stomach growled loudly, demanding more, and Astrid happily let him devour the rest.

The nurses relaxed again and finally took their eyes off the two of them, and then the only sound in the room that mattered was Hiccup furiously chewing and swallowing. He only paused to occasionally turn and bump his nose against Astrid's temple, letting her know he knew she was still there.

Astrid stayed in the chair with him for the rest of the afternoon.
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"Stay," he pleaded to Astrid as they neared his room. It was almost eight, and time for bed for all of the patients. But the closer they got to his room, the more agitated he seemed to grow, his eyes darting back and forth, flinching from things neither of them could see.

"Hiccup, Astrid needs to go to bed too." The nurse informed him patiently.

"Please let her stay," He tried again, a bit more desperately, "They…the wolves come for me at night. They leave me bleeding in the morning."

"Honey, it's alright." The nurse assured him, "Nothing can get into your room without us knowing. Security is all over the hallways at night, and there are nurses on duty all the time. You have nothing to worry about, I promise."

A bit of research on her down time allowed Astrid to understand that paranoia was a symptom of all forms of schizophrenia. This sometimes manifested in the sufferer believing that someone was trying to kill them or that someone was watching them, and the beliefs were pretty much always unfounded to everyone except the victim. Hiccup was displaying a classic case.

Yet, at the same time, Astrid couldn't be sure that this was just the disease talking. His eyes were huge and glazed, his breaths were coming in quick little pants that made his shoulders rise and fall rapidly, and his hands had begun to shake subtly.

Something wasn't right.

"The wolves leave you bleeding?" Astrid asked him cautiously, "Like the Boss Wolf?"

Hiccup shook his head. "Not just him. There are others. They leave me bleeding from here." He placed his hand over his rear.

Astrid stumbled slightly in the hallway, shocked. But before she could say anything else, they were standing in front of Hiccup's room, and Astrid watched numbly as the nurse led the young man inside. Hiccup held the air of a prisoner on his way to the electric chair as he followed her while Astrid remained in the doorway. She watched as the nurse pulled back his blankets and Hiccup sat on the mattress, keeping his eyes locked on Astrid. Though he didn't say a word, the morose supplication he imposed on her was enough to make her chest feel too tight, and guilt to flood her breast.

'Please', he mouthed to her, gripping his mattress. He was still shaking.

"You'll feel better in the morning," the nurse told him, before she switched off his light, "Tell Astrid goodnight."

He just bit his lip, and the girl had a feeling that if he spoke he'd burst into tears.

"Goodnight Hiccup," Astrid instead said softly, almost regretfully, "See you for breakfast, alright? It'll be okay. I'll…I'll save you an extra sweet roll."

The door was closed with a click, and Hiccup's face was obscured from her view.

But it didn't leave her mind, not even when she eventually returned to her own room. Those sad, terrified eyes stayed with her as she turned off her lights, and kept her awake for several hours, until eventually pure exhaustion drove her to sleep.

However, a floor above her, the knob to Hiccup's door was jiggling and twisting. The boy was still on his mattress where they had left him, eyes fixed on the door and heart pounding so hard that it hurt. When the door opened and three figures came into his room, he threw himself off the bed and huddled into a corner in a pitiful attempt at hiding himself, hugging his knees to his chest and whimpering. Tears welled in his eyes as the door was shut and one of the figures knelt down in front of him.

"We tell you time and again, Hiccup…" he said, "Your tears and screams ain't gonna do a thing to save you."

He reached out and grabbed Hiccup's upper arms in a bruising grip, causing him to yelp. The figure grinned.

"But they do a great job of turning us on."


	3. A Madman's Nightmare

"Are you actually going to participate this time Astrid?" The group therapy leader asked with just a touch of condescension that Astrid knew was by no means accidental.

The girl huffed, barely paying attention. She hadn't seen Hiccup at breakfast that morning, and was more than a little nervous as to why that had been the case. Had something happened to him? What could be so horrible that it made him want to hide away in his room? Immediately, her gaze had gone towards Cado, the boy Hiccup had punched in the hallway not too long ago. He was seated on the other side of the room with two of his friends, a boy and a girl, and acting so friendly with the other patients, welcoming the new arrivals to the group and saying they were going to have a good time and all the fake, insincere niceties as befitting a teenager locked up in a mental asylum. He had complimented the group leader on her new haircut, called her by her first name and said she held the best group therapy sessions. Astrid wanted to say he was a suck up, but his tone seemed to imply more. Of schemes that were planned to eternity, wheels that never stopped were rolling behind his eyes. He was a liar, and from the looks of it an experienced one.

Astrid had been to several of these sessions as was required of her, but wasn't too gung ho about them. No one ever believed her at home when she said she had an eating disorder, or that she had depression or anxiety. At the very least they acknowledged the possibility, they never took it seriously. Why would anyone believe her or want to help her here? She saw no difference; a fake smile was a fake smile. Regardless, she decided that if she was going to be here a year, she might as well keep herself entertained. So, she did her best impersonation of a person who cared about helping themselves, and spoke.

"Well…I'm Astrid, as you all already know. And I'm here because I have bulimia. Right now I purge every hour and binge at least twice a day. I'm five foot nine, weigh eighty pounds and want to weigh only sixty. I have depression, anxiety, have been known to slip into rages and have slept with half of the population of my college. I don't want to be here and I'm pretty sure this place isn't going to do a damn thing for me. And for all I care, every one of you can go and eat shit."

Astrid looked over at the therapy leader, smiling sweetly. "Is that enough participation for you?"

"Hmm," the woman matched her sweet smile, "Moving on. Cado, how about you? Feel like sharing your progress, or the reason why you're here for the newcomers?"

Cado flashed her a movie star smile, a superficial concoction of frustration and malice that he seemed to have mastered. "Well, I don't really need an introduction, but for the newbies…" He winked at Astrid, and the girl had to sit on her hands to prevent herself from flipping him off, "I'm Cado. Admitted for antisocial personality disorder, which means I have a hard time empathizing with others. I've been here for almost a year, and I think I'll be out of here soon what with how well I'm progressing, don't you agree, Natalie?"

The therapy leader chuckled on cue, and replied, "As much as we love you and how big of a help you are to us, let's hope so. Can you tell everyone what the secret to success in this place is?"

He nodded, and said, "The secret, my fine friends, is…" He paused for dramatic effect, drum rolling on his seat, and most of the group laughed, one girl even complained, "Don't leave us in suspense!"

"Alright, alright," Cado finally gave in, "The secret is to follow your plan. Do what the doctors, psychiatrists and nurses tell you. Take your pills, show up for your appointments, and make an effort. They're here to help you, not make your life miserable." He flashed a meaningful look to Astrid. The rest of the group followed his gazed and giggled. Astrid felt her cheeks heat up. "And try making friends. I did." He nodded towards the boy and girl on either side of him, and they waved to everyone else.

"And there you have it." The group therapy leader said, gesturing grandly towards the three of them, "Living proof that you can succeed here."

The other kids in the group nodded to each other, some smiling back at Cado. But all Astrid could think of was Hiccup and the needle being jammed into his arm even as he begged for mercy. "If you're so successful, why did Hiccup punch you when he passed you in the hall the other day?" She asked, narrowing her eyes. The rumble of the other group members ceased, and all eyes turned towards the blond girl. Cado and his friends blinked at her, as if they couldn't believe what she was saying. "Why is he so afraid of you?" Astrid continued in a lower voice.

Cado grinned with an innocent pity, putting on another one of these emotional masks that belied a true absence of such feelings within. "Well, you know he has schizophrenia, right? He's afraid of everything."

"He's not afraid of me," she countered.

"Well you'd be the first person then. He fights everyone; the nurses, other patients, security-"

"Yeah, people tend to do that when they have reason to be scared." Astrid raised her eyebrows at him. "And he punched you. So I ask you again: why? And why did you lunge at him and curse him out like you did? Are you afraid of him?"

Cado snorted. "The kid weighs like nothing. And I would never actually hurt him. It was self-defense. He did hit me first, after all."

Astrid smirked. "And yet you got thrown in solitary for the evening. Then are you afraid of something he might say about you?"

He narrowed his eyes at her, rightly suspicious. "I think you're overstepping your bounds there newbie… this doesn't concern you."

"I agree." The group therapy leader said sternly, "That's enough, you two. Astrid, whatever happened to Cado is none of your business, or anyone else's. Let's just do what we came here to accomplish, alright? No judgment allowed in this room."

Astrid obediently went quiet for the rest of the meeting, and on the outside pretended she cared about the other patients and the progress they were making. On the inside, she seethed, ignored once again.
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Lunch seemed to take forever to arrive, and Astrid practically sprinted through the line to get her food, scanning for Hiccup the entire time. It was only when she had her tray in her hands and was heading over to the tables that she saw him, sitting at a table with his gaze to the floor and his nurse sitting beside him. She didn't look like she was having any luck coaxing him to eat. Even from this distance Astrid could see he had wrapped his arms around himself and he was rocking back and forth in her seat. Heart hammering in her chest, she power walked over to his table, sitting down on his other side. His nurse regarded her in confusion for a moment, before she recognized her.

"You're Astrid, right?" She said curiously.

"I am." Astrid replied distractedly, her gaze continuously flicking towards Hiccup. He didn't even seem to realize she was there.

"You got Hiccup to eat yesterday in the rec room. Thank you for that. How did you do it?"

"I-I have no idea, really."

"Well…" The nurse said, pulling apart a piece of toast, "…you think you could try working that magic again today? He hasn't eaten a thing all day and has been like this since he woke up. Won't look at anyone, won't talk to anyone. Gone halfway catatonic. He does this once in a while and we're still not sure what triggers it."

Astrid bit her lip, her heart aching because she had no idea how to repeat her performance. And she wished with every fiber of her being that she did, because Hiccup was looking deplorable. His eyes looked as if his soul had fled his body and his heart was just beating because it didn't know what else it should be doing. He wasn't there, lost in his own head trying to break free.

Astrid placed her hand on his back, feeling the ridges of his sharp spine. "Hiccup? Hi. The nurses say you haven't eaten today yet. You want to try eating for me? You have to be hungry."

He only responded by rocking faster.

She was becoming very frightened by this point, but didn't want it to show in front of the nurse. Unwilling to give up so easily, she sighed, "Come on kid, if you make me feed you I'll punch you. You really want that to happen?"

Nothing. Astrid picked up his toast with trembling fingers and carefully lifted it in front of his face, this time pleading with him. "Please, Hiccup. Talk to me. Everything's okay." Hiccup just kept rocking back and forth, ignoring her and her toast, and after a few more moments, a soft, high whine came from the back of his throat.

The nurse sighed and shook her head sadly, before saying, "Thanks for trying, Astrid. Why don't you go have your lunch? I'll keep trying with him."

Stunned, the girl hesitated, before obeying the nurse. She got up and moved to another table a few feet away, sitting down with a defeated sigh. However, she felt she couldn't do more than poke at her lunch, her already meager appetite fleeing her. Occasionally she'd look up from her staring contest with the tray and glance back up at Hiccup and his nurse, who was still failing to coax him into eating something, until eventually she helped him up and led him out of the cafeteria, leaving Astrid feeling empty and useless.

And then a few moments later, a fire began in her chest that spread all the way out to her fingertips. Something had happened to Hiccup last night, and not only would she find out what it was, she'd be damned if she let it happen to him again.

So that night, after her nurse escorted her back to her room and bid her goodnight, Astrid grabbed her blue fleece blanket, wrapped it around her shoulders to keep out the chill, snuck out of her room and headed to the floor above. She was quite surprised at how easy it was to dodge security, but supposed it was blessing in disguise if she was to accomplish her mission. It wasn't too long before she found herself outside the room she suspected was Hiccup's, and she carefully opened his door, trying to twist the knob as quietly as possible. Despite the fact that every mechanism of the handle creaked and clunked like a piece of old industrial equipment, she got in quickly and shut the door behind her. An ear held to the door for a short moment detected no security coming after her, and she breathed a sigh of relief as she turned to inspect the rest of the room.

For a moment, Astrid wondered if she had the right place; this one appeared to be empty. But then, she heard a shifting noise down at her feet coming from under the bed. Upon kneeling down to inspect it, she saw Hiccup's eyes shining out at her, wide and completely terrified.

"Oh there you are," Astrid said with a smile. Hiccup didn't move, still staring at her but clearly not seeing her. "Why don't you come out, babe? It's just me. I decided I'd come stay with you tonight if you want."

There was another beat of silence in which Hiccup blinked at her, and then the fear slowly drained from his face and was replaced by relieved recognition. He shimmied around a bit and eventually scooted out from underneath the bed, Astrid pulling him to his feet.

"You'll stay?" He asked hopefully, still holding her hands.

"Just for tonight." She answered seriously.

Hiccup deflated a little, but must have decided it was better than nothing, because he quietly agreed, "M'kay." And then he began swaying on his feet, as if his body weight was suddenly too much for his legs to bear. Considering that his legs looked as thin as hers, Astrid thought it likely.

Without a word, Astrid stood beside his bed and pulled back his blankets, before motioning for him to crawl inside. He did so without hesitation, plopping down on the mattress and curling up into a tight ball. Quickly feeling secure that her plan was going to succeed, she carefully slid in beside him and pulled the blankets up over the top of them. She carefully tucked them around Hiccup's shoulders and, suddenly remembering her own fleece blue blanket tied around her shoulders, she untied that and laid it over them as well. Nothing wrong with the extra layer of warmth, especially since Astrid always felt cold.

Once they were both settled, they lay there facing each other in the utter silence of the hospital at night, the only light coming from the moonlit window. Astrid shut her eyes in an attempt to go to sleep, enjoying the warmth Hiccup's body radiated under the blankets. However after several minutes, she noticed that Hiccup wouldn't stop moving. His body constantly kept shifting and tensing, and fed up, she opened her eyes again to stare him down.

"Hiccup, if you want me to stay, you have to try and sleep." She said, mildly annoyed, "You're tired aren't you?"

He was sitting halfway up, his eyes shifting around the room, darting to the darkest corners before he couldn't look at them anymore and rested on the door instead. It took him a few moments before he answered, and when he did, it was in the weariest tone of voice she had ever come out of a person. It sounded like he was on the verge of passing out, a surreal juxtaposition considering how determined he seemed to be to watch that door despite the fact that his eyes didn't want to stay open.

"Yes." His arm holding him up began to give out, and he righted it again, just in time for his head to start drooping towards his pillow as if it weighed a thousand pounds. "Can't…need to- not sleep. See things. Watching…"

He went quiet again, biting his lip hard in attempt to keep himself awake. But for what? That was what worried Astrid. Something very real was coming in and hurting Hiccup at night, what it was Astrid was almost scared to theorize. And Hiccup obviously felt the need to constantly be on guard for it to the point where he was desperately exhausted and his body was viciously trying to force him in unconsciousness. After all, even madmen needed to sleep.

Astrid shook her head and gently reached up to tug on his shoulder. "I'm here," she stated softly, "You don't need to watch. I'm your magic star. Who else can protect you if not me?"

Hiccup looked down to regard her, and the instant he did, a huge yawn overtook him. Astrid placed her warm hand on the side of his face, smiling sympathetically. He hesitated, and yawned again, shivering, made cold with the fatigue.

Astrid started coaxing him a little more, telling him that she wouldn't let anything happen to him, that friends protected friends and kept their word. She wasn't even sure he was paying attention to her words, but apparently the tone of her voice was enough to finally force his muscles to relax and for him to carefully lay down.

Satisfied, Astrid shut her eyes again and snuggled down into her pillow, but of course not even a moment later they were forced open again by a soft whine from Hiccup. However, before she could ask him what was wrong, to her utter surprise he scooted over and started tucking himself close to her, pressing his cold nose against the crook of her neck. Astrid held still as he shifted and sighed, wiggling his hips and shoulders around until he found a place in the mattress he felt was the comfiest. Then, he shut his eyes, and sighed heavily, contentedly. Astrid felt his moist breath heat up her skin, his sharp hips, ribs, and elbows sliding into her angles and curves and filling in the spaces.

Gradually, her surprise wore off, and Astrid relaxed. This was sort of…nice. Lately whenever she had shared a bed with someone it had been after a tryst she regretted almost the moment the guy she was with pulled out of her, provided they pulled out at all. Most of the time she'd leave in the middle of the night when he was asleep, finding that she couldn't get her skin to stop crawling. But this was different. This was innocent. This was fulfilling a basic human need for reassurance, something no one had obviously ever tried to provide for this poor young man; he was snuggled against her so tightly she could feel every expansion and contraction of his ribs as he breathed, and he had buried his face almost completely beneath her neck and shoulder, lifting her slightly. It was almost as if he was hoping if he got close enough he could disappear inside her.

But Astrid understood. He was scared, scared of something only he knew about and perhaps even scared she'd go back on her word and leave him. So she kept laying there, extremely uncomfortable but nonetheless trying to make the most out of the experience. She felt much warmer than she had in many nights, and found that as Hiccup began to fall asleep, she had unconsciously been trying to match the even rhythm of his breathing. It was very soothing to listen to, and so were the little gurgles his stomach made as it moved a bland if important dinner around his insides.

When she thought he was asleep, Astrid finally lifted her neck from atop his face and opted instead to settle him so that his head was partway on her shoulder and she could rest on her chin in his hair. But at this angle, when she leaned her head back, she could see Hiccup's sleeping face, and she was struck by an innocuous and yet very profound thought.

He looked so _normal._

His face was so relaxed, finally taking a break from expressing all the millions of emotions he didn't know how to showcase correctly and probably barely understood. His eyelashes were dark, and she found she was jealous; if he were a girl he'd never have to worry about mascara. His thin lips were parted, cheek slightly squished from where it was pressed against her shoulder. He had even begun to snore, something she did and something her brothers teased her about when she fell asleep on the couch at home.

As simple a thought as it was, she couldn't get over this one, undeniable fact. It almost hurt when she knew how he was when he was awake. Yet when he was asleep, she could appreciate another facet about him. Even though his cheeks were a little too hollow, even though he was too pale and his hair needed a wash, there was a shy, almost accidental beauty to his features. His jaw-line was sharp, his nose was large and round and his cheeks were covered adorably in freckles. His hair was a lovely shade of auburn that shone red in the sunlight, and it was quite long. He was also the first person she had met with eyes that were truly green, and Astrid swore if the sun hit them just right that little flecks of gold danced in them. It didn't hurt that he was quite tall, the only boy she had met taller than herself. There was a sweetness to his face and an earthiness to his gaze that drew her in as much as her glow did to him, and when he smiled for her it was like a flower blooming.

Astrid wondered if Hiccup found any relief when he slept. If his poor, misfiring neurons took pity on him after torturing him during all his waking hours with such grotesque images and words. She wondered what his dreams were like. Did people with schizophrenia have dreams like everyone else's, the kinds where you experienced the sensation of falling just as you were drifting off to sleep? The kinds where you rode in ships powered by snow, or found out that relative you thought had died was really still alive and they erased all your grief for a little while? Or were all of his dreams like his visions, just one never ending nightmare? She couldn't hope to know, because he was sleeping just like she did coupled with all the little tics sleeping people had, and she could feel his pulse beating languidly in his neck against her upper arm, and it felt just like hers.

Maybe someday he'd tell her.

On the verge of sleep, Astrid sighed, and draped her arm across his torso, rubbing his upper back. Yes he needed a bath and yes just the other day he had been in a padded cell, but right now, Hiccup was calm, snoring, and he smelled like a stereotypical boy, and that was a huge comfort to her.

So, with Hiccup's sleepy breath warming her neck and the comforting pressure of his body against hers, Astrid finally fell asleep.
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Click.

Astrid's ears pricked, the sharp sound cutting into her state of unconsciousness and pulling her up from its depths. It forced her to open her eyes and lift her head swiftly off the pillow. She was still so sleepy and heavy that she could not distinguish between the shapes of the sparse furniture in Hiccup's room from the shadows they cast. It had to be the early hours of the morning, too early for anybody to be up and moving around, and still a few hours before she had to get up and sneak back to her own room. Perhaps it was one of the security guards or nurses walking by? She waited, trying to force her brain to wake up so she could concentrate. But when it stayed quiet for a few more moments, her body took it as a sign that all was well and that she must have imagined the noise.

She relaxed her muscles and glanced down at Hiccup, who was beginning to squirm, his facial features pinching as he sighed unhappily. The noise must have triggered the already obnoxious alarm bells that constantly went off in his head during the day. Astrid sighed; couldn't the damn things just shut up for eight hours so he could rest? Astrid wasn't about to allow the first full night of sleep he had received in some time to be spoiled by the random and innocuous noises that were too common in an asylum.

She settled back down and cupped her hand behind his head before wrapping her arms around his shoulders and pulling him closer to her. Astrid draped her leg over both of his and pulled the blankets further up their shoulders, practically burying him under layers of darkness and warmth. She felt Hiccup's forehead bump against her skinny chest and she held him in place, placing her chin into his hair and letting his face warm her throat. She closed her eyes again, willing her sense of peace to bleed over into Hiccup's muscles and still them. Eventually, his ribs expanded to their fullest capacity and contracted in a sighing moan, his breaths resuming their heavy, monotonous rhythm. After a few more breaths, Hiccup began snoring lightly; now reassured, Astrid felt herself begin to drift off.

Then the clicking came back, louder this time, and the doorknob began to rattle.

This time, Astrid sat up, propping herself up on her elbow and staring at the door, keeping an arm around Hiccup. There were a few voices outside, cursing and laughing softly and with caution, obviously fully aware that they were someplace they weren't supposed to be and doing something they shouldn't.

"It never gets old…" One of them said, "I swear, his asshole gets tighter every night."

Astrid froze, her stomach turning to water. She knew that voice.

"You are so fucked up." Another boy's voice joked from the other side of the door, "You are going to get us in so much trouble one of these days, but fuck it, I don't care anymore. The noises this kid makes are so worth it."

Astrid laid back down quickly and went perfectly still, but kept every nerve and tendon tense.

The door finally opened, and a girl spoke this time. "We can't get in trouble. They already think he's paranoid. I'm sure he's already told someone by now and no one's locked us up yet, have they?"

Astrid sucked in a breath. Wolves that made him bleed, just as Hiccup had told her. Wolves that hurt him, that told him to shut up because they weren't done with him. Who said he was nuts so his feelings didn't count. Who told him that he was good for only one thing, and that was being a receptacle for all their frustrations and anger born of disease and boredom. He belonged to them, to be used time and again until he too became another boring reminder of his attackers' incarceration.

Astrid bared her teeth, the beginnings of an animalistic growl rumbling in her chest. If they intended to harm him, they were going to have to get through her first. While her own problem was an abuse of the self, there were few things she loathed more than seeing others suffer by the hands of others. Her body quickly whipped itself up and into a fighting state of mind, prepared to pounce when the time was right. But first she had to let them come in, had to find out who they were so she could tell the nurses later and have them locked up. Or at least to know what names to put on their graves. .

"Wow, he's actually asleep." One boy commented quietly, "This is going to be way easier than usual."

He reached towards the blue, fleece blanket covering Hiccup, the other two standing slightly behind him, oblivious to her presence in the dark. They were friends of his, the same two kids in her group therapy session this morning who were also admitted for the same personality disorder as he was. They took pleasure in other people's pain, and held no capacity for remorse. But Astrid didn't care for their own problems right now; all she cared about was the fact that they were a problem for her right now. She lay quietly, adrenaline building as she began mentally chanting: Go ahead, motherfucker. Touch him. I fucking dare you. Try me.

The second his fingers connected with the blanket, Astrid sprang up from beneath the blankets like a vicious, malevolent spirit, earning a shriek from a startled Hiccup that was surpassed only by the one Cado emitted as she tackled him to the floor. His head cracked satisfyingly against the tile, and his surprised eyes locked onto Astrid's. Her upper lip was curled back, white teeth glinting in the moonlight.

"'Easier than usual, huh?" She panted, her face an inch from Cado's, "'No one will believe him?' Well they'll sure as hell believe me, scumbag. I'd suggest you leave the way you came, or it's going to be your ass that's bleeding in the morning."

Suddenly, Astrid snarled and flailed as she was pulled back by her hair. She managed to jam her elbow into the face of the person holding her, and he let go with a groan of agony. The girl had helped Cado off the floor, and the two of them were grappling with a screaming Hiccup, who was fighting with everything he was worth. One leg kicked Cado in the gut, sending him falling backwards and crashing into his friend, who had gotten up and appeared behind him. A moment later, Astrid leapt at the girl, grabbed her by the back of her shirt, swung her around with all her strength and slammed her into the mirror against the opposite wall, savoring the girl's resulting cry of pain as the back of her head cracked against the glass. The mirror shattered loudly, the shards raining onto the floor. Astrid watched as her head lolled, and let her slump to the floor.

Cado's friend suddenly grabbed her from behind, wrapping an arm around her neck and dragging her close to his body. She immediately began struggling; trying to pull her head out of his grasp, but all she managed to accomplish was choking herself. On the other side of the room, Cado had gotten up and easily overpowered Hiccup, holding him in a bear hug.

"You know I definitely love fighters," The guy who held her laughed, "So how about instead of him we bang you tonight, huh?"

"And we can make him watch!" Cado said, teasingly pulling the neck of Hiccup's shirt down and licking up the side of his neck, "Or I can fuck him while you and Erin fuck her. One for each of us!"

Letting out a screech, Astrid resumed her furious wriggling, pulling back one of her legs and kicking backwards as hard as she could. She must have hit something, because the guy let her go, and when she swung around, she saw him slump to the ground, holding his groin. Without hesitating, Astrid rounded on Cado, grabbing him by his hair and hauling him upwards. He yelled in pain, clasping her wrists and letting go of Hiccup, who made a flying leap out of the way as soon as he was free. Not letting up, she smashed her knee between his legs two times in rapid succession, and didn't even give him the opportunity to fall to the floor gracefully like his friend. Instead, she threw him down face first, before she rolled him over and straddled his waist, wailing on his face the instant she was upright.

"You leave him alone, you hear me!?" Astrid growled, "Or next time I'll fucking rip off your dick and force feed it to you!"

At that moment, there was a symphony of running feet coming down the hallway and through the door. The sudden flash of the overhead lights going on blinded them all as a group of nurses and security guards, pulled Astrid off of Cado. They hauled her up by her waist, and grabbed Cado by his shoulders, and Astrid noted with extreme satisfaction that his face was a bloody, swollen mess. Her knuckles had split, but she couldn't care less. Still enraged, she lunged in Cado's direction, shrieking death threats towards him and his friends.

"You touch Hiccup or me again and I'll rip you to fucking shreds!" Astrid spat, nearly wrenching her shoulders out of their sockets in her frenzy, "It'll take all of your relatives living and dead to put you back together again, you cocksuckers! I'll"-

"Hiccup, easy now, it's okay. Come out from there…"

Oh God, Hiccup! Instantly, the red filter lifted from Astrid's eyes, and she anxiously looked around the room for him, not even noticing when security began to pull Cado and his friends out of the room. She found him in the corner of the room, squished into the wall, as if he were trying to disappear through it. His main nurse was trying to coax him out with soft words, saying Cado was gone, and that he was safe now. However, Hiccup wasn't paying attention to her, and the oddest thing was happening. His shoulders were jerking with every harsh intake of breath, as if he were trying to hold back tears. But he was grinning tremulously, a giggle escaping him every few minutes. His lips were grey and moving rapidly as he muttered incoherently under his breath. A moment later Hiccup tipped his head back and began howling with laughter and the noise made Astrid shiver with unease. A few other nurses began to move towards Hiccup rapidly, and as soon as he saw them, he screamed, eyes huge and darting around, looking for a way out and not finding one. In a split second, his arm darted out and he grabbed a shard of the broken mirror, before pressing it to his neck.

That was when Astrid redoubled her efforts to escape, but she was no match for the burly security guard that had a firm grip on her wrists behind her back. Desperation consumed her when a dark bead of blood appeared where the point of the shard met the delicate skin of Hiccup's neck, and whether or not it was a smart thing to do, she cried out to him.

"Hiccup, no!"

Hiccup drew the shard down a little further, drawing more blood. And then he paused, letting the blood drip slowly onto the glass. He even seemed to stop breathing. The only part of him that moved was his eyes, moving around the room rapidly, searching for the person who had stopped him.

At seeing him respond to Astrid's voice, Hiccup's main nurse softly commanded the guard to let her go, and once she was free, she immediately scurried over to Hiccup, the other nurses parting to let her pass. Astrid fell into a crouch once she was only a few feet away from the boy, trying to keep her movements slow and deliberate lest she startle him.

"Hiccup?" She asked tentatively. She tried to keep her eyes on his face, though they kept falling to his neck and hands. She could see his pulse pounding in his neck where it was pressed right against the glass, and Astrid was almost afraid if it beat hard enough the skin would puncture there too. When he didn't react, she moved forward a few inches, then a few more, before reaching a hand out towards his knee, not quite touching it, "Hey-hey babe, it's me. Just me. Just you and me now. See? It's all okay now."

Hiccup held his breath, along with everyone else in the room. It had gone so quiet that the sound of Hiccup's blood pattering on the tile became deafening. Astrid was trying not to flinch, to not set off the delicate balance of emotion that had been created, so fragile that a poorly timed breath might cause it all to come crashing down. She kept shuffling forward an inch at a time until the tips of her fingers touched the fabric of his hospital issued pajama pants. Hiccup pushed the shard a little further into his flesh.

"Don't!" Astrid said, fear sharpening her voice as she pulled her hand back quickly. She softened it, trying to remain calm, "Hey, stop that. Come on, Hiccup, put it down so you can rest. Aren't you tired? You have to be. Why don't you come back to bed with me? I said I'd protect you, remember? Didn't I protect you just now? Your star kept you safe."

Hiccup's hands began to shake and dropped ever so slightly. Astrid very carefully touched his knee again, and when he didn't respond negatively, she very cautiously touched his forearm.

"Wolves…" He whispered hoarsely, his hand with the shard dropping further away from his neck. "And the star…so-so bright. S-star I see tonight-fight-sight-sight tonight star I see tonight."

Astrid watched as his eyes met hers, dilated, swollen, black pools. His muscles relaxed a little more, and she clasped her hand around his thin wrist, pulling it down towards his lap.

"M-My star." He gasped tightly.

Astrid nodded enthusiastically, relieved beyond measure. "Yes, your star is here. And the wolves are gone. They'll never hurt you again."

Hiccup stared at her uncomprehendingly for a moment, before flinging the mirror shard away as if it were a live ember, and lunging towards her crushed the girl against his chest. His back heaved, and a sob tore itself from somewhere deep within his gut, a primal sound full of incomprehensible pain produced from a body that didn't know how to deal with such a sensation. By wrapping his arms around Astrid and burying his face in her neck, he was silently begging for her help, and she didn't hesitate to respond. She absorbed the strength in his adrenaline filled muscles rather than shrinking away from it, shushing, crooning and murmuring every comfort she could think of.

They only had a moment together, however, before the nurses were picking them both up and saying Hiccup had to get to the hospital. And Hiccup didn't resist. He barely seemed to register what was going on. The nurses chalked it up to loss of blood, but Astrid and Hiccup knew better. It was because Astrid was with him, holding his hand.

**A/N: Well that was crazy intense, don't you think? All the thanks go to my magic beta, John Mccallistair!**


	4. A Bit of Faith

"Okay, how about favorite animal?"

"Dragons. And cats. Ooh, like dogs too…"

"Hiccup, I said favorite _animal._ Singular. That means one."

"I know! But-But…mmm, can't have just one."

"Ugh, fine," Astrid sighed, rolling her eyes. Hiccup grinned impishly up at her from his hospital bed.

Hiccup received several stitches to the luckily shallow cut on his neck. Thanks to Astrid, there were no other wounds to speak of aside from some inconsequential bruises. Astrid herself also had some bruises and abrasions, as well as her split knuckles which were treated with medicated gauze. There was also some bruising on her throat from almost choking herself on Cado's friend's arm, but thankfully nothing else. She was released that very evening, however she was very reluctant to leave Hiccup by himself. But thankfully, the hospital was very close to the asylum, and the nurses agreed to drive her back and forth provided she went to all of her group meetings, took her medicine, and all around did as she was told. They were surprised by how well she obeyed them, and Astrid likewise was happy they were allowing her to see Hiccup. During one of her meetings with her psychiatrist, the woman told her that she was pleased that she was connecting with someone, and Astrid felt that she was putting in a good word to the nurses to encourage the friendship to continue and grow.

So here they were, the afternoon of Hiccup's second day in the hospital, Astrid sitting by his bed and playing a game of "what's your favorite" with him. It was not only a good way to pass the time until they heard whether or not he could be released tonight, but also a way for them to find out more about each other. Astrid found it sad that she didn't know much about this young man that she had split her knuckles for last night other than what mental illness he had, the fact that he spent his childhood years in an orphanage, and that he was very underweight. Likewise, he seemed to want to learn about her.

"Your favorite?" He asked.

Astrid thought a moment for an answer. "Mmm…I guess I like dogs. I used to have one at home named Stormfly. She was a collie mix."

Hiccup's smile grew wider. "Collie mix? Was she smart?"

Astrid laughed fondly, and said, "No, she was fucking stupid. Her idea of asking to go outside was to head butt the door over and over."

He laughed as well, before trailing off, softly, wistfully. "I wish I had a pet. Always wanted one."

She raised her eyebrows. "Yeah? What kind would you want?"

"Cat." Hiccup mumbled, playing with the corner of his hospital gown. "Black one. No one ever wants the black ones. Black, lack, lacking black. Mmm, sorry."

She frowned, her eyebrows tilting upward. Never had a pet? She supposed she could understand why he hadn't, but it still struck her as very sad, like he was missing out on a very important part of life that he deserved to have. Astrid had a sudden impulse to run to the nearest animal shelter, pick up a kitten and sneak it into his room. An impossible wish, she'd learned that most of hers tended to be that way regardless of circumstance or gravity.

At that moment, a nurse from the hospital came into the room, stopping by the bed, and saying, "Alright, I have good news. Hiccup can go home tonight, and he doesn't even have to come back to get his stitches out. They'll dissolve in a couple weeks."

The two were grinning at each other before the nurse stated, "Also Astrid…the medical director from the psych hospital is here. She wants to speak with you."

A cold ball of dread settled in Astrid's stomach. "Why? Am I in trouble?"

The nurse shrugged. "I'm not sure. She's waiting in an empty room a couple doors down."

The girl glanced at Hiccup again, and he looked worried, his green eyes large and round.

"I'll come too." He offered, already shimmying his way out of bed. Astrid stopped him, placing her hands on his shoulders, gently negotiating him to lay back.

"No, you stay. I'll be fine." She smiled reassuringly at him, but she barely heard the words she spoke, her already overtaxed brain crumbling under a surge of anxiety. What if the violence that she exhibited a few nights ago proved her to be too dangerous, and they forbid her from seeing Hiccup anymore, never mind what her psychiatrist recommended? She had been in his room when she wasn't supposed to be as well, what would they say about that? Would they transfer her to another hospital, or worse, send her home to that toxic environment that would no doubt kill her?

Nevertheless, Hiccup reluctantly nodded, watching her anxiously as she walked outside of the room and disappeared from his view. The room two doors down seemed empty upon first glance when she poked her head around the door frame, but upon closer inspection Astrid saw a woman with short, dark hair and glasses sitting on one of the hospital beds facing the door. When she saw the blonde girl, she smiled and waved her in.

"Astrid Hofferson, yes?" She asked.

Astrid nodded in afirmation. She was instructed to sit down on the bed across from the director, and once she did so and they were facing each other, she immediately asked, "How much trouble am I in for the other night?"

There was a pause in which the director simply blinked at her before starting to laugh. When she stopped Astrid was quite confused, and the older woman found herself in need of explaining. "Very little, surprisingly, considering the circumstances. Obviously you shouldn't have been in another patient's room, but I've decided to overlook this fact considering what would have happened if you hadn't been there. Actually…since it appears this has been going almost the whole year that Cado was in the hospital, I wish you had been there sooner."

Recovered from the shock that she in fact wasn't in a boatload of trouble, and beyond relieved by that fact, Astrid let out a breath that she disguised as a solemn sigh and declared, "Me too. Oh, and speaking of, what happened to Cado and his friends? Are they going to be moved to a different hospital?"

The director shook her head. "No, unfortunately. We made the suggestion to Cado's parents, but they refused, laughing as they said and I quote, 'He has schizophrenia? That doesn't count as a rape then.'"

Astrid's jaw dropped. "Are you fucking ser-"

"Now, don't worry. Even though I couldn't agree more to have them moved, there are certain measures we can take inside the hospital. Cado, Erin and Allen are being punished, of course, and precautions will be taken from now on. Surveillance over the three of them will increase so that they won't even be able to use the restroom without someone there to watch them. Contact between you and Cado, as well as between Cado and Hiccup will be forbidden. But those are more negative matters. Would you like to hear some of the more positive measures I want to put into place for you?"

The girl shrugged, not sure what she could possibly have in mind and dreading it a little. Astrid's definition of positive tended to be quite different from a professional's.

As if sensing her dread, the woman assured her, "Don't worry. The new measures involve more time with Hiccup for you."

At those words, Astrid brightened, sitting up straighter and focusing on the director with hopeful eyes. The woman smiled before she began speaking.

"First of all, his nurses have reported to me a significant dip in his mental state during their recent medicine shortage, not surprising. So the first order of business is to get Hiccup back on some good meds that will hopefully reduce the number of psychotic episodes he has, as well as help to get rid of the hallucinations, increase his ability to express himself emotionally, and hopefully decrease some of his other symptoms. Which brings me to my next point."

"When he starts responding favorably to the medication and seems more stable, we were thinking of moving you into his room. You did say your presence decreased his anxiety drastically to the point where he could actually get a full night's sleep, didn't you?"

Astrid answered, "Yes. But it was sad, you know? He clung to me all night, and he just seemed so scared that I would leave him."

The woman smiled sympathetically. "Poor thing. Well, if we moved you into his room, you two couldn't share a bed again, you know."

"I know. That would be 'inappropriate.'"

"Yes, it would. But I still need an official answer, would you like to share a r-?"

"Yes please."

She chuckled slightly, and continued, "Alright. Here's my next proposal. I figured since he responds so positively to you, and you clearly care about him so much, I could officially make you part of Hiccup's recovery program. And he in turn could become part of yours."

Astrid tried not to let the excitement leak into her voice at the prospect of such a wonderful idea, but she failed miserably, her voice wavering and higher than it should have been as she replied, "A-And what would that entail…?"

"Well, it means you would take over some of the nurse's duties, such as feeding Hiccup, keeping him socialized, and overall keeping track of him. You'd take note of his mental state, and think of ways we could improve his quality of life at the hospital. In return, I think this would also be a good way to help you beat your eating disorder."

Confused, the girl wondered, "How do you think? I mean, I've had this since I was twelve, it's not going to go away easily."

"No, of course not. You're still going to be at the facility for a year. But as for how I think taking care of Hiccup will help you, I've found in my own experience that a great way to take a person's mind off their own problems is to get them to focus on someone else. Someone who needs them. When you're focused on someone else's problems, you won't be focusing on how much you want to purge, and the obsessive-compulsive thoughts might start to die away. You might even find that you want to start eating more so that you have the energy to keep up with Hiccup when he starts putting on weight."

Astrid bit her lip hesitantly. "I…maybe. But everything else sounds good."

The director agreed, "Of course. One step at a time. You've only been at the facility for about a month, so we won't get too ahead of ourselves. But it's something to think about, do you agree?"

She nodded absentmindedly, trying not to keep the idea of food and the torment that it had caused her in her mind for too long.

"Alright." The director concluded, standing up from the bed, Astrid mirroring her movement, "I'll prepare the necessary paperwork, and we can get started on our new game plan. Are you excited?"

Astrid was very happy when she could finally, after many months of lying about a false state of happiness for everyone else's sake and feeling nothing but resentment for the events and the people surrounding her, that she could truthfully declare that she was looking forward to what would happen next.
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The phone just kept ringing and ringing; only increasing Astrid's anxiety every second. She was calling home from the hospital, and she really didn't want to talk to her parents. If her mom picked up, she always got simpering niceties of, "Oh, we miss you so much, it's so different here without you. All your little friends miss you. It's weird not having to lock up the fridge- oh I'm sorry dear, I didn't mean it that way." She sounded so fake, as though she wanted to care but just didn't know how to properly empathize. And if her dad called, she just got yelled at for her inadequacies, and "you wouldn't be at the nut house if you just learned to control yourself." Astrid was never in any mood to hear it, but especially not now, not when she was genuinely happy, fired up, and had something to work towards. If her parents decided to shit all over her happy mood, she wouldn't be surprised, but it wasn't something she needed right now.

"Hello?" A voice finally picked up at the other end. Astrid's heart soared. It was one of her brothers.

"Adrian!" She exclaimed, "Oh my God, thank God it's you!"

"Hey nitwit!" He exclaimed back, mirroring her excitement, "Yeah, wow, haven't spoke to you in ages."

"No seriously, if mom or dad picked up the phone one more time and lectured me about how all this situation is my fault and I should 'try harder' to get over this illness and all that other bullshit, I was going to scream."

Adrian laughed, long and loud on the other line. "I hear you. Alix is such a lucky fucker. He's already out and on his own. I have half a mind to move into his basement to get away from all the bullshit here."

"You'll have to save me a corner." She said seriously.

There was another moment filled by their laughter, before Adrian said softly, "No, seriously kid, it's so good to hear your voice again. Especially after what mom and dad told me."

Astrid's shoulders drooped slightly as she asked, "Oh, you mean what happened to land me in the hospital?"

"Yes." He huffed, "I'm extremely proud of my badass sister for beating up three people at once and yet I want to kill you at the same time."

"Yeah, yeah, get in line. Hiccup was giving me the business this morning."

"Oh yeah, he's the one you saved, right? The schizo?"

"Yes, that would be him. The one who's also incidentally also five inches taller than you and has a jaw line more defined than your life right now."

"Uh oh, he's hot too…" Adrian replied, and Astrid could practically hear him sticking his tongue out at her on the other end. "Listen, kid, I'm probably going to sound like a douche bag, and I'm really sorry in advance, but you're not afraid of him? At all?"

Astrid paused. She had been asked this question several times by several different people, but not by someone she genuinely cared about, someone she could lower her defenses around.

"Yes…" She answered quietly, "I'm afraid."

She narrowed her eyes, a righteous, protective energy flaring up in her as she continued, "I'm afraid _for_ Hiccup. I'm afraid what will happen to him if I can't help him. The medical director just spoke with me about adding me to his recovery program, and adding him to mine. It seems like she has a lot of faith in me and I don't know what to do with that. No one has ever believed I could help anyone, especially not someone as sick as Hiccup. So I'm also afraid I'm going to fuck everything up. You know what I mean?"

Adrian assured her, "Yes I do, and you need to cut that shit out. You're a badass motherfucker, and I've seen you do some awesome crap against everyone that's ever stood up to you. If this kid doesn't get better under your care, you'll just yell at him until he does. Simple as that. Like you yelled at me and Alix. My left ear still rings sometimes you know"-

"Oh fuck you."

"Love you too, nitwit."

Despite her words, Astrid couldn't help but grin, feeling a little lighter now that someone confirmed that they believed in her. But that affirmation wasn't the only reason she had called.

"Hey, Adrian." She asked hesitantly, "Do you and Alix have any clothes you were planning on getting rid of?"

"Uh…yeah." He said, "You know we always keep a Rescue Mission bag around the house."

"Well don't donate them to the Rescue Mission this time. Send them to me at the psych hospital."
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When Astrid told Hiccup about the plan that the medical director had proposed, he nearly quivered from excitement, going on a stuttering spree and unable to form any coherent words. He seemed completely embarrassed by this fact, but luckily Astrid didn't care, and once she got him to calm down she added in the part she knew he probably wouldn't like.

"I can only move in with you if you start taking your meds when they get them in. That was the condition. They want you to become more 'stable.' The medical director's words, not mine."

Hiccup went very quiet for a moment, before, shaking his head and mumbling, "I can't. Boss Wolf and the Snake won't let me. Meds are…poison. They say."

She nodded, and began to speak sympathetically. "I know. But you know why they say that? Because taking the medicine will make them go away, and they don't want that. It'll make them angry, yes. But you have to decide if your fear of them is stronger than your desire for a better life."

Astrid smirked. "Plus, if you take your medicine, I have a special surprise for you."
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A week later, Hiccup and Astrid were seated on his bed as the nurses hauled in box after box, Hiccup taking in the proceedings with quiet curiosity, following each box on its journey from the door to the floor beside his bed, looking very much like a cat tracking a toy. When they finally stopped, there had to be at least ten boxes, turning Hiccup's tiny room into a storage closet. He gazed at them all in awe.

"All for me?" he asked breathlessly.

"Yes, goof." Astrid told him, picking up a box the size of her and plopping it at his feet. "Here, go to town. See what's inside."

Hiccup gave her an unsure look, before, opening the flaps of the pre-opened boxes and sifting through the packing peanuts, giggling when they stuck to his hands. Astrid picked up a handful and placed them on top of his head, snorting when they stuck to his hair. Not to be outdone, Hiccup picked up a bigger handful, at least half the box's worth, and dropped it over her, smirking when twice as many stuck in her braid.

"Do you mind?" One of the remaining nurses said sternly, although her tone was undermined by the grin on her face, "We have to clean up enough messes as it is."

"Yeah, Hiccup." Astrid chastised him. He responded by dropping a single peanut on top of the mountain of peanuts already on top of her head. She stuck her tongue out at him. "Well on the plus side I know you're taking your meds. You're acting a lot sillier. But for God's sake, see what's in the box. You should have no problem now that all the peanuts are gone."

Carefully, Hiccup lifted up the pile of hoodies that were inside, eyes going wide as he unfolded the shirts and held them up. When he looked at Astrid for an explanation, she had a huge, blinding smile on her face, her hands balled in her lap and little, excited trills and other assorted happy Astrid sounds came bubbling out of her.

"For me?" Hiccup wondered, completely in awe.

"Yes!" she practically squealed, "They were my brothers'. I asked them to donate some of their clothes to you, since you don't have any of your own. Then they told me they would one up me and went to the thrift shop and bought you a whole crapton of clothes. I told them what you liked based off the game we played in the hospital, and they went nuts."

Hiccup's jaw dropped open, and he froze when he caught a glimmer of green and black peeking out from the open slit of one of the boxes. He bent over and opened it the rest of the way, brushing away the packing peanuts, and gasped when the shirt was revealed. With trembling fingers, he lifted it up, revealing the t-shirt to have a black cat's face on it with huge green eyes.

"Aww," Astrid cooed, reaching over fingering a corner of the shirt, "That's so cute! I remember Adrian gasping so hard he went into a coughing fit over the phone when he found this. I told him you'd absolutely love"-

She was cut off when she suddenly found herself having the breath being squeezed out of her by Hiccup, who had wrapped his long arms around her middle, still clutching the shirt, and crushed her to his chest. His sharp chin was digging into her shoulder, as well as his skinny fingers which seemed to have transformed into claws. Stunned, Astrid didn't react at first.

"Th-thank you," he said, and his voice was shaking. He was crying. "Thank you, thank you, thank you, oh God…Astrid, thank you so much."

Her expression softened, and she wrapped her arms around him in return, saying softly, "You're welcome, babe. I thought having actual clothes would make you feel better. You know, instead of wearing the hospital stuff that smells like antiseptic all the time."

Hiccup tried to respond, but his throat had closed up too much for his words to make any sense, so all that came out were little whimpers and watery half words, so Astrid just shushed him, patted his back and held him until he finished. Good lord, this was how little this kid had had in his life, that the simple act of receiving clothes, fucking _clothes_, brought him to tears. This was how much people had ignored him. Suddenly angry, she tightened her grip on him, feeling her own throat close up.

"Here, Hiccup, hey," she said, "Why don't you try on some of these clothes and see how they look?"

He paused, sniffling and pulling back from her, but after that he needed no more encouragement.

**A/N: Aw, how cute. ^^ Thanks again to my beta John Mccallistair for all of his hard work!**


	5. A Lot of Love to Give

A few weeks of consistent medicine taking and improved behavior later, the decision to move Astrid into Hiccup's room was made. The entire day was spent moving her things into his room, an excited Hiccup helping in between bouts of chattering about how thrilled he was that he'd have someone to talk to whenever he wanted. Astrid couldn't help but laugh, not from anything particularly funny that he was saying, but just at the fact that he was so chatty, and that his true personality seemed to finally be shining through. It had to be the meds suppressing the voices and finally allowing Hiccup to fully concentrate on speaking to another person instead of focusing half of his energy on drowning out another voice he didn't care to listen to. And she was quite thrilled for him, thrilled that he was beginning to express himself the way that he had clearly always wanted to.

But dear God, she wouldn't be surprised if he had no voice left by the end of the day.

When said end of the day rolled around, everyone was quite sweaty and a shower was in order. Astrid sped through hers, eager to get the grime off and get in her bed, exhausted from all the moving she had done today. Being a former track and softball athlete meant that she knew how to take fast showers like a pro, and was in and out in no time flat. When she got out and ushered Hiccup in next, she began wringing her damp hair with her towel while waiting patiently outside the shower with Hiccup's nurse. For a while, they made awkward small talk, discussing Hiccup's progress as well as hers, before the conversation took a very sharp turn.

"You really don't know do you?" the nurse drawled, cocking her hip and leaning against the bathroom wall.

Astrid raised an eyebrow at her, utterly confused. "Don't know what?"

"Why he listens to you so much," the nurse sighed, exasperated, "Let me tell you something. Hiccup doesn't listen to any of the male nurses. Hasn't since day one. I couldn't tell you why he doesn't like them so much. However, he listens to the female nurses, but even then we're still a hit or miss. But you? When he's alert, he does everything you tell him, no matter what it is."

"Come on, no he doesn't."

The nurse raised an eyebrow at her, before she glanced at the shower curtain where Hiccup's feet peeked out from beneath it, and called out, "Hiccup, wrap it up, it's almost eight."

"But it's warm in here and cold out there," he whined, "Five more minutes."

Astrid shook her head and chastised, "Hiccup, do what she says. Besides, the sooner you get out, the sooner you can get under your blankets."

There was a loud sigh, and a grumbled, "Okay," before the splashing picked up as Hiccup no doubt worked double time to finish rinsing out his hair. The nurse gave Astrid a knowing look.

"Okay so you're right," the younger girl relented. "So what? It makes your job easier in the end, doesn't it?"

"Yes," the nurse answered offhandedly, before she spoke seriously. "But listen. In my experience, I've found that young men are like stubborn little children; wild, crazy, and unwilling to listen to anyone's opinion but their own."

Astrid nodded subtly. "I suppose that's true. My brother Alix never cleaned his room a day in his life, no matter how much yelling or begging my parents did. Didn't change until he got his first girlfriend, then suddenly he was demanding to know how to use all the cleaning supplies we owned."

The nurse brightened and exclaimed, "And that's the only thing that will tame a young man. A pretty young lady they have a crush on. Been that way since the beginning of time."

This gave Astrid pause, and for a few moments she had no idea what to say. When the gears in her mind started turning again, she hated herself for the first thought that popped into her mind, but felt it imperative to ask anyway.

"But," she wondered quietly, "Can people with schizophrenia even…_have_ crushes?"

The nurse answered immediately, "Oh yes. And this one has it bad for you."

"But why the hell would Hiccup like me like that? Why would _anyone_ like me like that?" _I'm just an asshole with an eating disorder. It doesn't matter how cute I think he is, I'm not worthy of anyone's attention. _

The older woman just said simply, "Well, that's something you'll have to ask him."

Astrid just stood there uncomfortably for the rest of Hiccup's shower, her brain running in circles.
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Astrid had been unnaturally quiet ever since Hiccup got out of the shower that evening, and he was growing worried. Had he done something wrong? When he asked her, she shook her head vaguely, and this only made him even more worried. And this confused him, because he had never been actually worried over another person before. He usually couldn't get the Boss Wolf or Snake to be quiet long enough for him to focus on anyone else's problems besides his own. But Astrid still maintained that she was fine, and Hiccup just took her word for it, not knowing what else to do.

When she crawled into bed, Hiccup immediately tried to join her, heart already pounding with preliminary fear. And the lights hadn't even gone out yet. Astrid just placed her hand over his, the one already holding the blankets in preparation to get in with her.

"No, babe," she said regretfully, "That was one of the rules the nurses made us agree to if we were going to share a room, remember?"

Hiccup bit his lip. Of course he remembered, but he didn't _want_ to remember that fact.

"The dark freaks me out," he mumbled, "I don't want to be by myself."

Astrid smiled gently, and told him, "You're not by yourself, goof. I'm literally two feet away from your bed. And Cado is locked up. No one is going to get you. You know that, right?"

"I know, but…" Hiccup's heart rate began to pick up, and he felt the subtle buzz of adrenaline in his veins.

"I'm sorry," Astrid murmured sympathetically, "Just try. I don't want to get kicked out after just moving in, and you don't want me to get kicked out, right?"

Hiccup nodded, his gaze lowering to the ground. Clucking sympathetically, Astrid pulled him down gently for a hug, which he returned gratefully. He felt her nudge the side of his head with her nose, before she told him, "Your hair smells really nice."

Hiccup's face filled with a pleasant heat, his stomach erupted with tingles, and he had to clamp his jaws together to keep a stream of happy nonsense from exploding from him. It was entirely unfair how stupid this girl could render him with a single compliment.

But sadly a moment later, he had to release her and reluctantly trudge over to his own bed, before obediently getting under the blankets, once again unable to refuse her. She bid him goodnight, before the nurse stopped in to turn off the lights and closed the door with a click.

The room went dark, and Hiccup closed his eyes.

Several minutes passed, and Hiccup tried to go to sleep. He really did. He wanted tonight to be different, but it looked like it was going to be the same old story. His muscles were already tense, and a headache was beginning to form. In truth, Hiccup's fear of the dark started long before Cado's attacks on him, dating all the way back to his days at the orphanage, where he first figured out that the voices were always so much more vicious when he was alone. It was so much easier to believe what they said in the dark. It was already so hard to distinguish what was real and what wasn't, and it was scary enough during the day. But when it became dark, the endless whispers regaling nonsense and the raucous laughter at the edge of his hearing became all the more unsettling. True, they were being dulled by the new medicine he was on, but he couldn't forget them, and lived in constant fear that they'd be back.

So here he was, unable to keep his eyes closed for more than a couple of minutes before sitting up and glancing around the room, checking to make sure that he was alone. He was, save for Astrid across the room, already asleep, and oddly making Hiccup feel more alone than usual. At least when she was still awake, she could listen for odd sounds with him. But now that she was asleep…

A scratching noise began to come from the wall by his bed, and Hiccup jumped, heart rate spiking. But the noise stopped a moment later, and he sighed in relief, trying to close his eyes again. But then another noise startled him, even worse than the last one, and Hiccup could have sworn someone was trying to open the door. He glanced wildly at the doorknob, but it was completely still. The hairs on his scalp began to prickle, and he felt a cold chill creep down his neck and shoulders. A sense of terror began to squeeze his chest until he could barely breathe, and a quiet roar began in his ears. He couldn't tell if it was a loud, threatening whisper, or just the sound of his blood rushing through them.

The sound was coming from the foot of the bed, where it was darkest.

Slowly, he turned his head…

…and saw a pair of red eyes surrounded by a black mass at the end of his bed. It grinned innocuously at him, baring white, needle teeth.

Hiccup gasped, leaping straight out of bed and collapsing in a heap onto the floor. He flailed around, trying to get to his feet and not succeeding. His heart was in his throat, his breaths were high pitched and rapid, and his vision had blurred around the edges. His gaze flashed to the end of the bed again, and the creature was gone.

Hiccup sat there, frozen, unable to think, just willing his breathing to go back to normal and his vision to stop wavering. He felt like he was going to throw up, and upon looking down at his hands he could see they were shaking. In fact, his whole body was shivering as if he had suddenly been tossed into a freezing bath, and he was unable to hear anything but his harsh breaths and his frantic heartbeat.

Feeling dizzy, Hiccup put his head between his knees. He needed something to ground him back to Earth, something to make the awful sensation of being outside his own body go away, anything that would remind him that he was safe and nothing was really trying to hurt him.

Hesitantly, he glanced up at Astrid, still asleep and blissfully unaware of Hiccup's plight.

Normally, when this happened, he'd stay awake the rest of the night, unable to find comfort either within or outside of himself. He'd gone days without rest this way, and the resulting bone-deep exhaustion was horrible. But tonight was different. Astrid was here. He wasn't alone. Her still form practically radiated comfort, and some deeply neglected desire for human contact after a huge scare cried out inside him, telling him to go her, that she would make everything okay again. And Hiccup believed it. Astrid had this miraculous ability to make any situation that would normally paralyze him with fear seem not so bad anymore, and he didn't know why.

But he had said he would stay in his own bed tonight. What if Astrid grew angry with him if he didn't? Hiccup would never forgive himself if he made her unhappy. But Astrid wouldn't mind, not really. Would she?

The scratching in the walls started up again, and Hiccup's mind made itself up. He found himself at the side of her bed in the blink of an eye, shifting from foot to foot anxiously. Astrid was facing away from him, making it slightly easier for him to carefully pull back the blankets and slide in beside her. The instant his body made contact with hers, his heart rate slowed dramatically, and he knew he had made the right choice. The adrenaline began to fizzle away when he laid down and scooted over until he was pressed against her back, and his breathing began to even out when he pressed his face between her shoulder blades and flipped the blankets over himself so that only a tuft of russet hair was visible to anyone who happened to look in on them. In this space, there was only shapeless darkness, Astrid's scent filling his nose, and warmth. Hiccup no longer felt the need to constantly check his surroundings to make sure that nothing was watching him. Nothing could hurt him here, and when he shut his eyes, all sounds real or imagined fell away…

…sensation fell away…

…everything fell away.
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Astrid woke up several hours later after she sleepily tried to stretch and found that she couldn't. Her half-awake brain just couldn't figure out what was blocking her from moving, and at first she thought that her dog had crawled into bed with her again. But Stormfly had been dead for a year now…

Finally, she opened her eyes, and with a start noticed that her barrier to stretching had been Hiccup, spooned against her with an arm draped across her waist and his face buried against her back. Confused as to what he was doing there, the girl decided she had to wake him and shook his shoulder. At her touch, Hiccup groaned and whimpered, cuddling down further into the blankets and hiding his face in her stomach with a heavy sigh. Astrid immediately felt horrible; he looked like a sleepy puppy, all limp, warm, and quite content to stay where he was. But she had to get to the bottom of this. Sighing, she shook his shoulder a few more times, whispered his name, and finally Hiccup opened his eyes.

Before promptly throwing himself off her bed with a startled gasp.

Astrid quickly checked over the edge of the bed to make sure he was okay, and while he didn't look hurt physically, he was on his hands and knees, gazing up at her beseechingly, and apologizing over and over again.

"I'm so sorry," he told her, almost on the verge of tears, "I know what I said, but there were noises in the walls, and I saw a demon at the end of my bed. I was so scared I couldn't breathe, couldn't even see straight, and you were there, and when I climbed in bed with you I just felt so much better"-

"Hiccup."

"I'm sorry Astrid I won't do it again, I'll just find a way to deal with"-

"Hiccup!"

"Sorry."

"Stop saying sorry, I'm not mad."

He clamped his jaws shut, and looked up at her face hesitantly. She certainly didn't look like she was mad. In fact, after a moment, she held out her hand, and when he took it, she carefully pulled him back up to sit on her bed. Her face was smiling and kind as she placed a hand on his cheek.

"If you were that scared, you can stay with me tonight," Astrid assured him softly, "We'll just sleep in your bed instead, yeah? I have a habit of waking up fifteen minutes before the nurse comes in to wake us up, so I'll just get up then and go back to my own bed. Sound good?"

Hiccup took a deep breath to calm himself down and nodded. "Mhmm."

So without another word, she picked up her blue fleece blanket, plopped it on Hiccup's bed, before the two of them crawled underneath it and the rest of his sheets. And Hiccup was very happy to find that he had no problems drifting off to sleep afterwards as he held Astrid tightly to him.

But before he fell asleep, he could have sworn he felt the whisper of her lips on his forehead.
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"Another surprise?"

Astrid nodded excitedly and said giddily, "Yup. You told me how happy your therapist is that you've become so much more open with people now. So I made a suggestion to the staff and they pulled a few strings…and yeah. I know you'll love it."

Hiccup blushed, looking down at his bed and mumbling, "You didn't have to. Why are you so good to me?"

Astrid shook her head exasperatedly and pulled him against her in a hug, leaning her head on his shoulder. "Because I care about you a whole hell of a lot, stupid. I want to see you get better and I'm really excited that you're starting to."

Hiccup hesitated, before he placed his head on top of hers carefully, the tingling feeling in his belly returning. He found that he liked the tingly feeling, but it always made him say really mushy, undignified things. "I care a lot about you too," he finally declared quietly.

She didn't respond, but Hiccup upon looking down, he could see her face turning pink.

Just then, his door swung open, and the two of them sat up. A nurse holding a box in one hand and a paper bag in the other stood in the doorway, looking very out of breath.

"Well this has been the most interesting visit I've made all day," he noted, stepping in and placing the box and bag on the floor in front of the two of them, "And the most enjoyable. I assume you'll know what to do when you open the box." He grinned at Astrid, the only other one in on the surprise.

"I don't think it'll be too hard for him to figure out," she remarked.

"Then I'll leave you to it. I'll be back in an hour to check and see how things are going."

When he left and shut the door, Astrid immediately began nudging Hiccup, telling him to open the box. Hiccup just sat there, blinking at it. It was an odd box, one with a handle and shaped like a tent, not at all like the ones he usually saw. And there was another weird thing about this tent shaped box…

"Why does it have holes in it?" he wondered, looking at Astrid for answers.

Suddenly, a thump came from inside the box, followed by a tiny squeak, and Hiccup jumped, shocked. Astrid just insisted, "Open it and find out!"

Curious, Hiccup did as she told him, and as soon as he worked the flaps free and the box sprang open, he was met with three, tiny faces each equipped with three sets of bright, curious eyes each belonging to three fuzzy kittens. As soon as they were freed, their heads popped above the top of the box like little periscopes, their ears swiveling, taking in their surroundings and obviously looking for something they could turn into a toy.

Hiccup sat frozen on the bed, his hands gripping his knees and his mouth open, eyes locked onto the kittens and expression one of complete enchantment.

"How did…" he stuttered, "How-how…why-?"

Astrid was grinning at him like crazy, biting her lip to hold back more happy Astrid nonsense noises and failing. She picked up a kitten in each hand and placed them on the bed, before putting the third, a little black poofy one, right in his lap.

"I told the staff how you've always wanted a cat," she explained, taking his hand and placing it on the kitten's back, "and they work with a shelter to bring animals up here all the time to interact with the patients. They said they just had a litter of kittens brought in and boom. Here they are."

Very carefully, afraid he'd hurt the creature with such frail bones, Hiccup passed his hand over the kitten's back, feeling as if he were in a trance. The kitten lifted its rear in response, before catching sight of his hoodie strings dangling over him and latching onto one with his claws. Astrid snorted as the kitten swatted more vigorously, so much so in fact that he flopped onto his back. He didn't seem phased by it though, instead focused on obliterating the new toy he had discovered. And then Hiccup did something that caught Astrid completely by surprise.

He laughed.

It wasn't much of a laugh; it was more of a sharp exhale, but the overjoyed smile on his face gave him away. And that was when it occurred to Astrid that she had never heard Hiccup truly laugh before. That's not the say she had never heard him laugh at all; the last time had just been when Cado attacked them and he was in the midst of a psychotic episode. That laugh had sent her into a cold sweat and made her feel nauseous.

This on the other hand…God, it was beautiful. He looked like he was witnessing a miracle.

Astrid shook herself, and instead opted to open up the paper bag that the nurse had dropped off. As she suspected, it was full of cat toys, a couple of bowls along with some cans of cat food, and even a makeshift litterbox. She supposed that was probably a good idea, and the presence of these items made her excited for Hiccup's sake, because it meant that the kittens would be staying for hopefully most of the day.

"Here," she said, pulling out a stick with a feather toy attached to the end of it, "Let's see if we can get these guys to play, shall we?"

Neither Hiccup nor the kittens needed much persuading in that regard. Although at first, Hiccup seemed a bit nervous, and Astrid had to remind herself that he had never interacted with cats before. So, she showed him how to drag the stick with the feathers at the end of it along the ground, and reveled in the utter delight on his face as he watched the kittens crouch, wiggle their butts, and leap clumsily at the toy. They roughhoused with each other, making each other squeak and mew, and it was during this that Hiccup noticed something peculiar about the black kitten.

"I don't think that one has teeth," he observed.

Astrid looked down to see as the kitten screeched out his disapproval over one of his siblings pouncing on and sinking their teeth into his tail that he was right. The black, fluffy kitten pulled himself up from the tousle, shaking himself and poofing out his coat in the process. He mewed unhappily, swatting at his brother when he tried to bite at his tail again. And then, to their surprise, the kitten quickly escaped by trotting behind Hiccup's legs, which were planted on the floor over the bed. He then peeked out from between Hiccup's ankles and opened up a pink, toothless mouth in cry. The boy tilted his head, deciding on what to do, before he picked up the kitten and placed him on his lap. The little mound of fluff then climbed up his chest and head-butted him in the chin, meowing some more.

Astrid tossed a catnip mouse for the other two kittens, watching as they chased after it, before she commented, "Looks like you made another friend."

"Toothless."

"Who?"

"His name is Toothless," Hiccup repeated.

Astrid blinked at him, before shrugging and agreeing, "Very fitting. What about these two?" She nodded towards the other two kittens scrabbling with the mouse.

Hiccup wrinkled his nose in thought, and she had to stop herself from telling him how cute he looked. He pointed towards the ginger kitten and dubbed him "Hookfang" while the white one was named "Cloudjumper."

"I like it," she said approvingly, and he flushed noticeably, even though he wasn't looking at her, opting instead to concentrate of wiggling his fingers in front of Toothless and letting the kitten grapple with them.

Finally, right before dinner time, the nurse returned to pick up the kittens, and the scene that met his eyes was the definition of adorable. Hiccup had been fighting the urge to sleep for an hour or so, and had finally succumbed, dozing lightly on his bed. Toothless had curled up in the crook of his neck and was purring softly, while Hookfang had passed out on his chest. Cloudjumper had opted to snuggle in Astrid's lap, still holding onto a toy mouse in his teeth even as his eyes closed and his head dipped. She met the nurse's eyes, and she saw that he was grinning hugely. Astrid just wished she had her phone so she could take a picture or fifteen.

"Do they really have to go back?" she whispered.

"I know," the nurse sighed as he quietly began to pick up the kittens' things and put them back in the paper bag, "I feel like I'm committing a crime by moving them."

When Astrid took the toy mouse from his mouth, he flashed her a very offended look, but a quick scratch under the chin and he seemed to forget. It was then that she thought to ask, "How come Toothless doesn't have any teeth?"

"Toothless?"

"Um, the black kitten. Hiccup named him that."

"Fitting. That's right, the shelter mentioned that one of the kittens didn't have teeth. They said he came in with awful dental problems and they had to remove all of his baby teeth and even some of his adult ones."

"Jesus. Poor thing."

"Eh, luckily cats swallow their food whole anyway, right?"

Once all of the toys were put away, the nurse gently took the kittens and placed them back in their carrier, starting with Cloudjumper and then taking Hookfang. When he started to pick up Toothless, the black kitten let out the loudest yowl his tiny body could manage, effectively startling Hiccup awake and scaring the nurse so much that he let go. He hooked his claws into the young man's hoodie, refusing to release him. When Hiccup saw what was happening, he gasped and gathered the kitten to his chest, soothing him with petting until he started purring again. Hiccup then flashed the nurse an accusing glare.

"I'm sorry," the nurse apologized, "but it's time for the kittens to go back to the shelter."

"He doesn't want to go back," Hiccup told him flatly, "And I don't want him to go either."

"He'll come back. I'll bring these guys here to visit every week until they're adopted. Okay?"

Astrid could see Hiccup's upper lip twitching into the beginnings of a snarl, as if he didn't believe him, and she remembered what the nurse said about Hiccup and the male nurses. Upon looking closer, she could see that the boy's arms were trembling slightly, and his knees had come up to protect his middle. He was also shielding Toothless as best he could from the other man, and that was when Astrid figured it out; he disliked the male nurses because he was afraid of them. Probably because of all the times he had been apprehended by all the male security staff, and the fact that from what he had told her all the voices in his head were predominantly male. And now he was putting himself in between his new friend, who was also frightened, and something he saw as a threat. It was rather touching to her, but to the nurse it was probably going to become irritating rather quickly, so she supposed she'd better fix it. She stood up, walking across the room and sitting beside Hiccup on the bed, placing a hand on his shoulder, before telling him softly, "It's alright, babe. I know you don't want them to go, but he said they'll come back and visit you again soon. Do you want to walk out to the lobby with them?"

Hiccup paused, thinking about it, before mumbling, "Can I hold Toothless all the way down?"

The nurse shrugged, seeing how calm the kitten looked in the boy's gentle hold. "I don't see why not."

So they made their way slowly down to the lobby, Hiccup walking carefully to make sure he didn't trip or run into anyone. He received several strange looks, but didn't seem to notice, completely focused on petting the head of the precious, fuzzy creature in his arms. Toothless for his part looked like he had found heaven, and Astrid swore if a cat could smile, she was witnessing it.

When they reached the outside doors and it was time to put Toothless back in the carrier, Hiccup's face pinched as if he was going to be sick, and he kissed the kitten on top of the head, murmuring into the soft fur, "Be a good boy. I'll see you soon."

He handed him over to the nurse, this time ignoring the sound of Toothless' protesting cries as he tried once again to hook his claws into Hiccup's hoodie. But he missed, his front paws flailing, and was quickly placed in the carrier before either he or the boy could get any more upset. His head appeared for a moment above the flap, mouth open in a cry, before the flaps were closed. When she saw his hands turn into fists at his sides, Astrid took hold of one of Hiccup's hands, relieved when she felt him squeeze her hand back after a moment.

"He'll be back," she assured him, watching as the nurse loaded up his car before driving away out of their sight. "I'm proud of you, Hiccup. I'm so proud of you."

He sniffed, not crying, but on the verge, his eyes red. "For what? I acted like a child."

"But you made another friend. I'm proud of you for not being afraid to make friends anymore. You have so much love to give, Hiccup, and I envy you for that. Besides, you're beating them every time you do that."

Hiccup found he didn't have an answer to that, but he certainly knew who she meant by "they." Surely the Boss Wolf and the Snake were writhing in some pitch black corner of his mind with fury, but he could only distantly hear their outrage. He pressed his lips together, afraid he'd start blubbering and completely undermine the beautiful compliment she had just paid him. So instead, he started heading back towards his room, not letting go of Astrid's hand the entire way.

000

In a dark place neither of them could see, a storm was brewing.

It held no feeling; no happiness, no sadness, and more importantly, no remorse. Only rage and desire.

And it desired her.

It wanted to defile her, to tear her apart in a vicious, inhuman manner, to make her feel true despair. To take revenge.

Before it took her life.

**A/N: So did all the fluff kill you guys? Lol this chapter was inspired mostly by the fact that I wanted to write Hiccup interacting with kittens. Also Hiccup's paranoia of the dark is very much inspired by my own. It's not a fun experience, and while I haven't seen the demon that he does here, I constantly feel like I'm going to. But instead of going to see a shrink, I just express my fears in my writing. **


	6. A Reason to Smile

Astrid opened her eyes, the clock on the opposite wall coming into blurry focus. However, she already knew what it would read.

Yup, 6:45, on the dot.

She sighed and stretched, trying to get the blood flowing to her still-asleep muscles. The nurse wouldn't be in to wake them up until seven, yet her body always woke her up fifteen minutes beforehand. And speaking of still asleep, Hiccup was still passed out behind her, breaths heavy and even on the back of her neck.

Yeah, so much for agreeing to sleep in their own beds.

Since day one of her moving into Hiccup's room, she found she hadn't been able to honor the agreement they had made with the staff. And the reason for that was simple: there were some rules she didn't give a fuck about. Besides, as long as she got up early enough to sneak back into her own bed before the nurses came by, no one would know the difference. Once she got used to sharing a bed with him, Astrid found that she quite liked it; he kept her still too-thin body warm, his snores broke up the ringing silence of the dark, and his touch proved to be just as much of a comfort to her as hers was for him. His presence filled a void she didn't know needed filling, grounding her back in reality when her thoughts began to travel to dark places she'd rather they didn't. When that happened, she'd refocus on the sight of his subtly rising and falling diaphragm as he breathed, or his twitching fingers as they rested on her stomach, and then go back to watching the light stretch over the tile floor, thinking innocuous thoughts and feeling safe in how simple the world was. For fifteen minutes, it was just the two of them with no outside influences to pollute them. For fifteen minutes, their illnesses didn't exist.

For fifteen minutes, everything was perfect.

Hiccup suddenly groaned quietly behind her, still obviously asleep, and probably now noticing that his body wasn't touching hers. That was something else Astrid had liked about him; he preferred to have some part of his body touching hers at all times during the night, just so that he was constantly reminded that she was there. And if they weren't touching, he would work to rectify the situation, even in unconsciousness. Astrid smiled softly, feeling the bed shift behind her as he carefully placed his arm over her waist and scooted closer until he was spooned tightly behind her. Once he was satisfied he went still again, making a contented noise that was half sigh and half moan, before his breathing evened out into deeper sleep.

Astrid suddenly went stock still when she realized just _how_ tightly Hiccup was spooned against her, and that certain parts of him were very much pressing against her rear. And…well, to be blunt, he was sporting some serious morning wood.

Astrid emitted a pained groan, her cheeks coloring. Her thoughts about him lately had been dirty enough; she didn't need him to make things more awkward. Carefully, she tried to angle the lower half of her body away from his. But the instant she tried to move, Hiccup's grip on her tightened, and he sleepily mumbled something that sounded like, "don't go," but she couldn't be sure. Either way, she knew how apologetic and fretful he became if he thought he had upset her, and she didn't feel like confronting him about something like this. Besides, it wasn't like she had never been in contact with a guy's penis before.

Only, Hiccup wasn't like those guys. He wasn't some casual fling, nor was he like the ones she usually had a casual fling with. Her type was usually "dumb enough not to realize she had a problem and/or horny enough not to care." And this had been a prevalent issue for Astrid since the day she had lost her virginity at fifteen. She figured, the more guys she could get to go to bed with her, the more attractive she had to be, right? They'd never want to have sex with someone ugly, after all.

Well, not someone ugly on the outside anyway.

There was another sighing moan behind her and Hiccup, if it were possible, managed to snuggle a little closer. Astrid's eyes widened when his erection pressed even further against her ass, and she bit her lip in a mixture of guilty arousal and frustration. He was not doing her any favors, confirming what her perverted mind had always secretly wondered; that even though his mind was sick, he had a body that functioned perfectly well. Her long neglected nether regions were tingling in response to this delicious stimulus, and it took everything inside of her not to push back against him. But maybe he wouldn't mind? He had said that he cared about her. It could be possible that he desired her in that way. Oh God, what if they had both been naked, at this very moment? She cared about him too, more than she had cared about any boy before. He was so sweet, so lovely, and so very _firm_ against her. If they were both naked, and he had been awake, she might just be fine with opening her legs for him and pressing her ass back against that tantalizing, focused heat. And if he angled his hips just right, he'd be able to slip inside of her so _easily_ and make her feel so _full_. She'd then tell him gently (he'd probably be so shy and unsure) that he could move. And once he did, she' pull down his face to hers in a ravenous kiss, feeding him her moans while he gripped her thigh and held her legs open, moving faster and faster until he was pounding into her with unabated-

Oh God, she was _nasty._

Astrid took a deep breath, trying desperately to focus on something else. It would be a miracle if she and Hiccup were ever together in that way. They weren't even allowed to share the same bed. Lord only knows what would happen if they were caught having sex. Besides, who was to say Hiccup would ever want her like that? Chances were good it wouldn't happen, especially considering what Cado and his friends had been doing to him since before she arrived here. The trauma they had caused might be too much for him. Combine that with his schizophrenia and the odds became even lower.

And surprisingly, when she thought about it, Astrid found that she didn't mind that much.

She found Hiccup attractive, yes, but she hadn't wanted to jump his bones the minute she saw him. With his illness being so profound, Astrid had found that she had been forced to notice his mind before she noticed his body, had had to sit through his moments of psychosis so she could appreciate his moments of sanity, and had to witness his darkest fears manifest in front of her very eyes so she could wholeheartedly celebrate the things that made him happy with him. His soul had been thrust upon her, prompting her to bear her own to him almost without question. And she didn't regret it.

She knew more about him than she did any man in her life, save her family, and saw something valuable enough that, perhaps one day, she wouldn't mind making her fantasy of bearing her body to him a reality. And if that wasn't a possibility, she'd be fine just holding his hand for as long as he wanted her around.

Astrid barely held back a snort. Please. There was no way he'd want someone like her. Hiccup had seen her soul, yes, and it certainly didn't scream "someone worthy of loving." That was just a fact. It wasn't a big deal. You can't change facts, after all.

But of course, her eyes began to sting with tears the moment that familiar thought entered her head. Astrid swallowed hard and choked them back, chanting to herself the old, familiar epithet that had followed her since she was in high school, the one that always successfully grounded her back in reality.

_No one cares about you. No one even likes you. You're a worthless whore that no one will ever care about. Stop dreaming and start preparing to always be alone._

_No one cares about you…_
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Astrid didn't know what she thought to expect when her mother came to visit her at the hospital. Maybe she thought she'd get a little sympathy considering where she was, and considering the last time she had seen her mother Astrid had been crying and begging not to be sent away. Maybe she thought her mother would, God forbid, see what her actions had done to her daughter, see that she didn't have all the answers and realize that she had made a few mistakes.

"That your schizophrenic friend?"

"He has a name. I've told you it several times over the phone."

"Well, it's not really that important, right?"

Or maybe it would be the same old bullshit Astrid had come to know and hate.

She had just hoped her mother would ignore Hiccup in the corner of the rec room, and hoped Hiccup wasn't listening. Although, knowing him, he was probably keeping an eye on them despite the book he was holding. Hell, he had offered to sit with her and hold her hand throughout her meeting with her mother, and when she politely declined, saying she would be okay, he had instead flashed her mother a glare, kissed Astrid deliberately on the cheek, and left without a word.

And now Astrid's mother was pulling a classic move of minimizing the importance of things that were clearly important to her daughter, and Astrid wasn't going to stand for it.

"It's important to me," she said firmly from her chair. Her mother was sitting across from her in another chair, not a hair out of place, as usual.

"Well, never mind. What's important is that the nurses told me informed me that you've improved already in the few months since you've been here, and I can tell. You look better."

Astrid kept her eyes fixed mostly on her knees. She snorted a reply, "You mean fatter, mom?"

"No, healthier," her mother said.

"Oh, so you suddenly know what a healthy weight is?" Astrid asked mockingly.

"I've always know what a healthy weight is, young lady, and don't talk to me like that."

"Really? You have now? Because I'm pretty sure all you could tell me growing up was how fat I was. So I joined track. Still wasn't enough for you, there was still too much fat on my thighs, so I joined softball. That wasn't good enough for you either, so I started puking after every time I ate. Then suddenly I was an embarrassment and you had to send me to the 'nut house' so I wouldn't embarrass you in front of your friends."

"Astrid, stop it," her mother said calmly. Too calmly. "I've never called you fat, not once."

Anger, familiar and hot, boiled quickly up inside of Astrid. She was such a liar! "Yes you-!"

"Don't start with me. You know, I didn't have to come here. But I did, because I missed you. I have since the day you left."

"I doubt it," Astrid huffed, balling her hands into fists. Now she wished she had Hiccup's hand to hold onto so she wouldn't punch her mother clean off her chair. "You told me you were happy you didn't have to lock the fridge anymore. Must be such a relief."

"I, Astrid"-

"What the hell are you even doing here, mom?"

"I told you," her mother repeated, "I missed you. And your father was busy, so Adrian suggested I come and see for myself how you were doing. Thought it might make you happy to see a little bit of home."

"You mean they guilted you into coming," she amended.

Her mother paused, her lips twitching, looking for a minute as if she didn't know whether to be angry or cry. "Fine, yes they did. I hate that you did this to yourself too, hate that my sons made me fly across the country to see a girl who doesn't respect me, and is an ungrateful, crazy bitch who does what she wants when she feels like it no matter what I say. I help pay for college, I got you your job, and your dad and I sent you here to get help. I didn't have to do any of that, just remember. And on top of that, now it looks like you're whoring yourself off yet again. Even here you can't be stopped. And it looks like you're really going for the bottom of the barrel this time."

Astrid felt her blood turn to ice, and her lip curled in the beginnings of a snarl, before she said in the quietest, most deadly voice she could manage, "Listen, insult me all you want, but don't you dare insult Hiccup. He's been there with me since day one, and I wouldn't be recovering at all if it weren't for him."

Her mother scoffed, "He's not your family, Astrid. Your parents are the only ones who care about you in the world. We know what you need better than you do."

"He cares more than you ever did, so I'd say you're wrong."

"Well, you listen to me. If he ends up killing you"-

"No _you_ listen!" Astrid stood up abruptly from her chair, knocking it over in the process. She drew the attention of the nurses, who started to move towards her. However, they stopped when all Astrid did was point an accusatory finger at her, her eyes narrowed with righteous fury. Her mother leaned back in her chair, understandably frightened, and when her daughter spoke, she didn't hold back.

"Hiccup has taken me as I am, and I've done the same for him. He doesn't try to change me into someone he thinks I should be, he doesn't accuse me or say stuff like, 'Well I didn't raise you to be bullimic.' He doesn't try to tell me what I need. He doesn't give me his opinion when I don't ask for it. And you know what, mom? _That's_ what I need."

Her mother stared at her, stunned, before her brows furrowed and she frowned, her voice hard as she snapped, "Well if you don't want my help anymore, then fine. See how well you do in college without my financial help. That's one area your friend can't help you in."

Astrid's snarl deepened and she bore her teeth. "I'm just asking you to change your attitude about me, not cut off all forms of- you know what, fine. If you can't tell the difference, then that's your problem. And Hiccup….no, he can't help me financially, you're right. But that's not the kind of help I need right now. He's done something you haven't done for years. He's…"

She glanced over at him, and saw that his jaw had gone slack and his face pale, his eyes wide with awe. Her lip trembled for a moment as she uttered with difficulty, "He's given me a reason to smile again. And that's worth more than any 'help' you could offer me."

Astrid shook her head, agitated and enraged, wanting to hit something and not being able to. So, she marched purposefully over to Hiccup and sat down forcefully next to him in his chair. He moved over without a word, watching in stunned silence as Astrid leaned her head against his chest, wrapped her arms around his middle and placed her legs in his lap. He didn't hesitate to hug her back, chest aching when he heard the pained noises she was emitting. But she wasn't crying, and part of him wished she would.

They both relaxed when they heard the furious footsteps of Astrid's mother leaving the rec room and disappear down the hallway.
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They were outside on the hospital grounds for the first time in a very long time when he said it. Astrid's head was in his lap, her eyes shut as she enjoyed the sunlight and the feeling of the grass on her bare arms while Hiccup stroked her hair. He was facing the tree line in the distance, hair fluttering in the breeze.

"I really like you, Astrid."

She opened her eyes, flicking her eyes up towards his face, and seeing that he was pointedly keeping his gaze fixed on the trees. But the sudden clamminess in his hands gave him away. Certainly Astrid had had enough boyfriends that she knew what he was saying, but she decided to give him the benefit of the doubt.

"What do you mean, Hiccup?"

"I-you know what I mean." His hands went still, stopping their soothing motion.

Astrid sighed. "Yeah, I guess I do. But you don't want to like me, Hiccup. Not like that."

Hiccup huffed and grumbled, "Well too bad, I already do."

She shook her head fondly, mumbling something about how stubborn he was, to which he replied, "Well, what about me? Do you like _me?_"

She nodded, taking his hand and kissing his wrist, feeling how fast and jumpy his pulse was against her lips. "Yes, but it doesn't matter." She rubbed soothing circles into the back of his hand, holding it to her chest, and Hiccup let her.

"Matters a hell of a lot to me," Hiccup told her pointedly, "Why doesn't it matter to you?"

"It does, Hiccup," she said, trying to disguise the sudden irritability in her voice, "You matter to me so fucking much that it scares me sometimes. That's not what I meant."

"Then what did you mean?"

Astrid focused on the tree line, as if it held all the answers. Well, for Hiccup in a way, it did. It was the gateway to a better world than this one, one he had never seen before. He said he was going to go there one day. Maybe he'd take her too?

Or maybe he'd never speak to her again after what he told her next.

"Because based on past experience, no one has ever liked me," she eventually said quietly, "Not the dozens of people I've slept with, not my friends, not even my own parents. I've spent most of my life reminding myself that no one could possibly enjoy my company, so whenever someone does, I'm suspicious. Because who could enjoy an asshole like me, someone who swears and fights all the time? Someone who 'doesn't care about anyone but herself' and is only throwing up for attention? I can't let myself believe anyone likes me so that when they inevitably hate me later on, I'm not as hurt. I've spent too many hours worrying about how pretty I was, whether or not people liked me, only to realize it wasn't worth it. Now I just feel empty and alone. And tired. Dammit I'm so tired."

It was only when she stopped speaking that Astrid realized there were tears welling up in her eyes. She furiously wiped them away. This wasn't supposed to affect her, she wasn't supposed to care if people hated her or not. She wasn't supposed to be weak.

Oh God, she _was_ weak. Weak, disgusting and petty. She sat up from Hiccup's lap, hugging her knees to her chest defensively and turning her back towards him. She hated herself so much in that moment, because Hiccup seemed to have always counted on her to be this pillar of strength, and she _wasn't._ She was pathetic.

Astrid tried in vain to hide her face in her arms and choke her tears back, maybe even head back inside with some shred of her dignity intact. Although clearly it was far too late for that. However, she didn't expect the hand on her shoulder, pawing at her cautiously, as if afraid she'd bite, before settling firmly in place. She looked up, eyes red and cheeks glistening, to see Hiccup's face, looking windblown and warm. He was smiling at her, the elusive golden flecks in his green eyes dancing. Carefully, when she didn't push him away, he wrapped his arms around her, and sat down, scooting forward and shifting until he pulled her in his lap. He crossed his ankles in front of her folded up legs and settled his chin on her shoulder, nuzzling her neck.

"You can cry," he assured her, "I've cried a ton in front of you. But while you do that, want to hear a crappy song I came up with?"

Astrid sniffed, confused. "You write songs?"

Hiccup shook his head. "Nah. Just this one. Had a weird dream when I started taking the meds where I was a wolf and was howling this tune, and it drove me crazy even after I woke up, so I put words to it."

She shrugged. "Sure."

He took a deep breath, and began to sing in a quiet, murmuring voice that she could feel vibrating in his chest against her back.

_Deep in the meadow, I found a treasure among the flowers_

_and that treasure was a song_

_In that song I heard the world's wildest dreams,_

_so I had to dance along._

_So I danced and danced and danced with you_

_Among the peonies, _

_and the more we danced, the brighter we burned._

_My love, we were free._

_Death fell away and became the night,_

_a bridge up to the Far._

_And we danced up the bridge, burning brighter until _

_we became a star._

Well, his voice wasn't the greatest by an outsider's standards, but to Astrid it sounded very natural, and so very Hiccup. It was soothing to listen to, and it made the hot, prickling shame in her chest cool just the slightest bit.

"That was very pretty," Astrid praised, her voice thick and crackly.

"Like the person it's about," he said.

She inhaled sharply, and her breath seemed to get caught in her lungs. "Hiccup…"

"No, you're not perfect, Astrid," he interrupted, "But you're perfect to me. Besides, I think you'll find I'm a bit different from those other people in your life. I'm crazy, like you."

Astrid tried to wipe her eyes harshly, but Hiccup pushed her hands aside and gently wiped them away with his sleeve. As he did so, for some reason, she felt more tears run down her cheeks, overwhelmed by his kindness.

She could practically hear the smirk in his voice as he added, "Takes a crazy to understand a crazy."

Astrid giggled, feeling more tears well up in her eyes. His statement was simultaneously funny and extremely depressing, and also very comforting. Comforting enough that she leaned back in his embrace, his chest firm and his limbs wrapping tighter around her. He was a barrier against the world, covering her body and keeping her safe. Just as she had done for him so many times.

God, he was so much more than she deserved. And he wasn't going anywhere. If she thought about that miraculous statement too hard, Astrid felt she would burst. But she had an idea of how she could show her gratitude.

"Hiccup?" she said hesitantly after a moment, brushing her bangs back.

"Mmm?"

"…Thank you."

Swiftly, she turned her head and kissed him on the cheek. Astrid felt his whole body stiffen in shock as she quickly looked away, and she fought to hold back a grin. She could feel a blush forming on her face, and she tucked her head under his chin, pleased when after a moment he relaxed again and placed his head on top of hers.

After a moment of quiet filled only by the breeze, she asked him to sing his song again, and he bashfully obliged.

**A/N: Hey again guys. A couple things. First of all, I want to give everyone a heads up that I don't see this fic being that long. Probably longer than You Are Loved, but not by much. Certainly not as long as Phoenix haha. So if things seem a bit rushed, I apologize. Secondly, this chapter was inspired heavily by Avril Lavigne's "Smile." So I recommend listening to it, it matches Astrid in this fic very well haha. If people want, I can write down a whole playlist for this fic, because there is one lol trust me.**

**And yes, the song Hiccup sings is of my own creation.**


	7. A Heartline I Follow

**A/N: Hi everyone! Sorry I disappeared for so long. But we're back with a strange little chapter. It was inspired heavily by Heartlines by Florence and the Machine. The dream sequence in the middle wouldn't exist without that song, lol. So yeah, enjoy the cuteness in this chapter, because it's going to disappear in the next one.**

"Mrrr?"

"No, Toothless, leave the ducks alone."

"Mrrrroow?"

"The geese too. Toothless, I mean it, leave them"-

_Hiss. Snap!_

"ROWR!"

Hiccup glanced down at the black ball of puffed out fur that had leaped into his arms, smirking with amusement. "Uh huh. I warned you. You don't have teeth, you're not scary."

Astrid snorted at his side, watching as the Canadian geese at their feet continued to hiss at the little would-be predator, and Toothless continued to hiss right back, furious that a bird had bested him. Shaking her head, she tugged gently at Hiccup's elbow, urging him onward up the path they were travelling on. "Come on. I think the opening in the trail is close if we're seeing geese. We should be able to see the pond soon."

They turned to look at the aid behind them, making sure she was still following. She was, and made a shooing motion with her hand, before saying, "Go ahead, you two. I'm going to rest on this bench here. Holler if you need anything."

They smiled at her, and continued on their way, finally placing Toothless back on the ground when they were far enough away from the geese.

Hiccup and Astrid were at a park only a few miles away from the hospital, deciding they needed to get out and appreciate the autumn leaves while they were at their peak. It just so happened that the day they chose to go was also the same day that Toothless was visiting, although this was quite on purpose. During the time the cat had spent with Hiccup and Astrid, he became more and more attached to Hiccup, hating it when the boy left him for anything. He would follow him wherever he went in the hospital, or outside the hospital. So Hiccup wondered if the cat would accept a leash and harness. He ended up taking to it as well as any dog, and thus they gained a walking buddy, who was accompanying them on this venture and attracting many bemused looks from passersby.

Toothless was the only one left of his litter back at the shelter; Cloudjumper and Hookfang had been adopted not too long after their first trip to the hospital. However, Toothless didn't seem bothered by this fact at all as he chirped and trotted along at Hiccup and Astrid's feet, red harness contrasting brightly against his black fur. And soon enough, the three of them reached the opening in the trail.

The trees had pulled back to reveal a sight as pretty as any photo, nearly blinding Hiccup with the vibrancy of its color. There were trees of every kind around them and on the opposite bank of the large pond. The water itself was, in a rare moment, completely still, acting like a mirror for the trees, and only moving when a leaf fell gently down to land on the surface and create ripples. It was so silent and surreal, so unlike what he was used to. The air smelled natural instead of sterile, the ground was forgiving dirt instead of tile, and he was alone and yet not, surrounded by no one but the people that cared about him.

There was a bridge that went over the pond, and Astrid immediately suggested that they check it out. Hiccup shrugged, unable to refuse her, not when her eyes were lit up like that and her cheeks were all red from the autumn chill. He had a split second's thought about how lucky he was that he was one of the few people that was allowed to see this side of Astrid, the side that forgot her problems and bounced around like a happy child. She couldn't seem to stop smiling as they strolled onto the bridge, stopping once they were standing in the middle of it.

"I loved going on runs in the woods and at the park at home," Astrid explained, "I missed this. The smell, the trees, the quiet. Granted it got harder to do when I started getting weaker, until I eventually just stopped. I hope I can do it again soon."

She leaned forward to place her elbows on the railing, and Hiccup did the same, looping Toothless' leash around his wrist. The cat meanwhile was watching the leaves float down onto the water's surface, eyes black and huge. He managed to pounce on a few that landed on the bridge, tail lashing. They watched him for a while, before Astrid sidled closer to Hiccup until their bodies touched, and she leaned her head on his shoulder. Automatically, he turned his head and nosed her hair, breathing her in, wishing he could freeze time in this little bubble of a moment and live in it forever.

However, miraculously, things got even better.

"Hiccup, would it be alright if I kissed you?"

He blinked, confused, and pulled his head back. Astrid let her head remain where it was, staring out at the water. Her cheeks had gone even redder.

"S-Sure?" he answered hesitantly, "You don't need to ask. You've kissed me before."

Astrid mumbled softly, "Not on the lips I haven't."

He froze. "Oh. No. Not…no, you haven't done that."

"Is that a no? I won't kiss you if it makes you uncomfortable."

"N-No! I mean yes! I mean it's a yes you can kiss me! I, I mean, I've never kissed anyone, Astrid. I have no clue what I'd be doing, b-but yeah, no, I'll suck at it, I'm sorry, I know you're used to guys that know how to kiss"-

"Hiccup?"

"Should I shut up?"

"Yes."

"And kiss you?"

She laughed, lifting her head from off his shoulder and facing him. "Yes."

His gaze flickered off to the side, and he hunched his shoulders slightly, curling in on himself. He felt very small, vulnerable, and exposed as he asked in an unsure voice, "Um…maybe you could, uh, initiate?"

Astrid exhaled sharply in a laugh and grinned, moving closer to Hiccup. She raised herself up slightly, and he closed his eyes expectantly. He tried to relax his face, but his shoulders remained rigid and his hands were fists at his sides. Every second she waited seemed be an eternity, killing him with the suspense, until he finally felt her lips peck his.

She lingered for quite a few seconds, and Hiccup felt the strange sensation of trying to keep his wits about him and yet feeling his brain being tugged under blissful oblivion. Fever chills exploded along his skin, and tingles erupted in his stomach. Distantly, he heard the Snake in some corner of his brain, trying to remind him he was worthless, whispering that she was only doing this because she pitied him. He was wrong, clearly but…some young, gullible part of Hiccup wondered if he really was right. The Snake had been right in the past. Maybe this time too he was…

He pulled away, and when he opened his eyes, he saw that Astrid was watching him intently, worriedly, gauging his reaction. Hiccup smiled shakily, trying to reassure her and ignore his intense doubt. In defiance of the damned creature that had controlled so much of his life for so long, he leaned forward, trying to initiate another kiss. However, Astrid must not have expected it, and their foreheads collided painfully. They pulled apart, apologizing profusely towards each other. They tried again, more slowly this time, Hiccup's heart pounding so loudly he was sure everyone in the area could hear what a wreck he was. Astrid seemed so uncharacteristically nervous to him too; she had trouble meeting him in the eye and she kept brushing her hand through her hair, her shoulders tense. She was the one with all the kissing experience, right? Why was she acting jittery?

Hiccup got his answer a second later when Astrid stuttered out, "S-Sorry. Normally I'm not this bad. I just…I really like you, Hiccup. I guess there's more pressure. I want it to be perfect for you."

He let loose a breathy, relieved laugh, and said, "Don't worry, I'm a kiss virgin. I don't know what a perfect kiss is supposed to feel like. I mean, any kiss with you to me would be perfect."

The third time, they were more successful. When their lips met, with only their noses bumping this time, a shiver ran all the way from the top of Hiccup's head and down his spine. Astrid smiled against his lips, pressing a little harder, placing her fingers against his jaw, coaxing it to drop and relax a little more. His thoughts, which had been racing furiously around his skull before, screeched to a halt. Even the latent enraged hissing of the Snake was muffled. He was aware of everything and nothing, and he forgot the world existed, except for Astrid and her hands sliding down his jaw to cup the sides of his neck. Hiccup shivered again, both from the new, wonderful sensation and the fact that her fingers were quite cold. She broke away for a moment, licked her lips, took a breath, and then kissed him again, deeper this time. Hiccup wrapped his arms around her neck, and she carefully placed her hands on his upper back, warming him right through his coat. His lips moved against hers shyly, his whole body trembling, feeling as if he were about to explode, and yet Hiccup had never felt safer or happier in his entire life.

When they separated, and he finally opened his eyes, the first thing he noticed through his euphoric daze was that Astrid was positively beaming at him. Hiccup didn't know what his face looked like, but he was sure it was some slack jawed, stupid expression considering coherent thoughts still weren't passing through his head and he hadn't remembered what his name was yet. He kept his arms wrapped around Astrid's neck, and she couldn't seem to find it in her let go of him either. Then, she giggled like a little girl, hugged him closer, and buried her face in his chest, before pulling away and saying breathlessly, "That was the greatest kiss I've ever had."

Hiccup stared at her, dumbfounded. "R-Really? But I-but you…I mean"-

"It was," she insisted, "Hiccup, you- God. I-Hiccup…how did you do that?"

"I don't know? But I'm pretty sure you almost killed me. Here, feel that."

He guided her fingers back to the pulse point in his neck so she could feel his racing heartbeat, and she laughed, before she hugged him again. He hugged her back, engulfing her with his long arms and unable to wipe the giant smile from his face.

They shared a couple more kisses before their aid finally caught up with them, and upon seeing them on the bridge, she said, "Well don't you two look as pretty as a painting. How about a picture?"

They shrugged and nodded. When the aid lifted her phone, Hiccup and Astrid huddled in close, Astrid wrapping an arm around Hiccup's waist while Hiccup picked up Toothless and held him against his chest. The cat settled in and immediately started purring, and Hiccup felt the rumbling even through his coat. The aid snapped a picture, and then a couple more, before walking onto the bridge and showing the two of them. They picked the one they liked (the one that wasn't blurry and the one where Astrid hadn't started to blink), and the aid promised to get it developed for them.

When they eventually headed back to the hospital, Hiccup and Astrid walked behind the aid, holding hands, and making a game out of sneaking kisses and giggling like children every time they escaped the aid's glance.
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_For a while, all was mercifully black and peaceful, and then suddenly, the blackness was pierced by a single, loud heartbeat. And then another. And then another. It started, slowly at first, growing from within his own chest, before it spread out beyond him, echoing like thunder all around._

_The ground underneath Hiccup's feet transformed into a network of veins that pulsed and rushed, roaring like a river. He stared at them, transfixed, until the faint sound of flapping wings by his ears caught his attention. He looked up, and when he saw nothing, turned around. The heartbeat in the black space began to pound more frantically in response to his own pulse when he recognized the tiny black shape of the Crow standing behind him. He cocked his head at Hiccup, hopped sideways, and then leaped up into the air, flapping and screeching, claws aimed at Hiccup's face. _

"_Run," the Crow commanded, "Run!"_

_Hiccup started to run, and then stopped, frightened. Everything in front of him was black. He didn't know what was in the distance, and he didn't know why he had to find out. _

_As if he could read his mind, the Crow told him, "Your soul has quite the story to tell you. Run, and let it show you what it's been through."_

_He screeched at him again, and this time Hiccup took off, his heart pounding around him, his veins spread out beneath him and pumping his own blood under his running feet. Soon, a white cloud of mist appeared in his path, and he was running so fast he couldn't stop; Hiccup ran right through it. As he did so, he felt as if his consciousness was punched out of his body and into the void. He hovered there for a moment, weightless, before some unseen force pulled him into another body. Before he knew what was happening, or could get his wits about him, Hiccup was looking through another set of eyes. _

_He was a lynx in the snowy foothills, in the middle of chasing a hare on the edge of a forest. His massive feet propelled him across the white powder effortlessly, taking him closer to his prey. He reached out a front paw, his front claw nicking the hare's hind foot, and then the other paw came forward to knock it fully off balance. Hiccup watched as the hare's body twisted as its back feet were swept from underneath it. Just as he was about to gather it up and deliver the death blow, Hiccup passed out of the cloud of mist, and was himself again, still running in the void._

"_What's going on?" he panted to the Crow, unable to see him. _

"_Run!" the Crow insisted, "Run!"_

_And so Hiccup did, too scared to keep going, but even more scared to stop. _

_The next cloud of mist came, and once again he was thrown from his own body and put behind another set of eyes. He was a young lady in family room with a piano wearing a high collared dress he couldn't stand, and when he tried to unbutton the collar that reached all the way up his throat, his mother immediately buttoned it back up, telling him to quit being vulgar. When her back was turned, he unbuttoned it again. And then he was back in his own body again, the vision gone._

_Soon, the mist clouds and the visions they offered him came too fast for him to discern whether he was in his own body or in another, flitting past like frames in a movie reel: he was a mouse in a wall, nose twitching and stiff with terror as a set of silent paws that he knew were armed with deadly claws padded outside his hole. Then he was a humpback whale, barrel rolling in the deep blue ocean, having sung for days and days and yet remaining completely alone. _

_He was an old man staring across his rice paddy field, knee deep in water, and when he glanced down at his hands, he saw they were weathered and brown. _

_He was a warrior wearing a bearskin and sailing in a long boat, vomiting over the side and trying to ignore the jeering of his ship mates. They'd see just what he could do in battle when they landed in Briton. _

_He was a Welsh pony foal, galloping with a group of fawns and chasing the fireflies on the green, hilly moor. _

_He was a wolf, wondering at the two legged creature sitting by himself in front of the fire. He was holding a piece of meat, enticing him to come closer. But no wolf had touched one of these creatures before. Then again, what could possibly happen?_

_He was a woman on her wedding night, the Eiffel tower gleaming in the far distance in her open window. He was trying not to cry as the man above him fondled her breasts, wishing that her beloved Rose was here in his place._

_As Hiccup left the mists again, he found he could barely breathe, and his heart was pounding louder than ever. He looked around for the Crow, begging him to stop, but he was nowhere to be found. Instead, the veins beneath his feet transformed in rivers, then into the veins in a leaf, and then eventually into grass. When Hiccup looked up from the ground, he saw a very familiar sight; the tree line beyond the hospital, closer than it ever had been before. The sky yawned above him, blue and fathomless. He felt himself being dragged toward it. But the closer he came to the trees, the slower his heart began to beat. The sound of a heart monitor in the distance accompanied it, slowing in tandem with his heartbeat._

_The Crow appeared beside him, flying as he croaked, "You'll join all of them soon, you know."_

_His heart was slowing more, the once frantic beats now growing frighteningly sleepy and labored, the mechanical beeping slowing to match. Hiccup was drawing closer to the sky, leaving the ground behind. Terrified, he whipped his head back around, and seeing that the Crow was far away now, just a black speck still sitting on the ground. But he heard his voice clearly as if he was right beside him, even when the blue of the sky engulfed him, swallowing him into a white void of nothingness that blinded him._

"_Death comes for us all, eventually."_

_The heart monitor flat-lined, one single, monotonous beep confirming his fate._

Hiccup's eyes snapped open. Adrenaline was buzzing lazily in his belly, and his limbs felt numb. His vision was blurry at first, so he blinked several times until he could see clearly where he was. He was in bed in the hospital, Astrid beside laying with her back to him, lost in a sound sleep.

Hiccup lay perfectly still for several minutes, feeling incredibly unsettled and disoriented. He felt as if he was still floating in space, and he didn't know how to ground himself again. Truthfully, he was only half awake, but far too alarmed to even think of closing his eyes again. For a moment, he concentrated on what mattered the most for the moment; the fact that his heart was, indeed, still beating.

Several minutes passed in utter silence, and it was the silence that set Hiccup on edge. It made him feel too alone, and in the wake of his dream, he really didn't want to feel alone. So, craving reassurance, as usual he turned to Astrid. Tentatively, hand shaking as he did so, Hiccup pulled his arm from underneath the blankets and carefully shook her awake. It took a bit for her eyes to open, and when they did Hiccup felt guilty for waking her; her eyes had such a hard time opening, and she was so bleary that she was barely coherent when she spoke to him.

"Was' matter?" she mumbled, turning over so that she could face him, "Bad dream?"

"Y-Yeah," Hiccup mumbled, wondering if that was the correct description for it, "Sort of."

Astrid yawned, and clumsily threw an arm over his waist, slurring, "S'over now. M' here. S'kay."

He watched as she settled herself against him, burying her face against his chest and immediately closing her eyes again. Her hair was an ungodly mess, there was dried drool stuck to her face, and her nose was digging into his breastbone. In short, she was adorable. He smiled at her for a moment, and then a thought occurred to him that wiped it away.

"Astrid?" he asked, wondering if she was even still conscious anymore.

"Mmm?" she hummed faintly.

"Can…Can you dream about something or someone you've never seen before?" he wondered, staring at the opposite wall and almost dreading her answer.

There was a moment of quiet, she considered her answer, before she told him, "No. S'imposs-impissab…not likely. Go back t'sleep."

A few moments later and she was snoring again, her breath warming Hiccup's chest. The young man shivered, still deeply unsettled and feeling eerily distant from reality. Not that that was a new sensation, he thought wryly.

As always, he turned his attention back to a constant aspect of his reality, wrapping his arms around her and holding her close, placing his chin on top of her head. He buried his nose in her hair, forcing himself to close his eyes and focus on her. Eventually, her scent soothed him back to sleep, still pondering what exactly he had just witnessed.
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The first snow had begun to fall outside the windows when Astrid heard from her mother again.

"Did you have a good Thanksgiving?" she asked politely.

"Sure," Astrid told her, her insides curling, "They served turkey in the cafeteria. It was seasoned with something pretty gross that I kept burping up for days afterward. And I missed our cheese biscuits."

"They are pretty good. Astrid, I wanted to call you while I thought of it and ask you a question. I called the hospital, and normally they don't allow it, but they thought since you were doing so well they'd make an exception and that it might do you some good."

Dread trickled down her spine. "What is it?"

Her mother asked, "Did you want to come home the week of Christmas?"

Astrid's lip curled, and she didn't even hesitate to answer, "No. I told you, I can't leave Hiccup here by himself. If I'm not here, he could relapse, and I don't want to chance that."

"I thought you'd say that. Listen, I'm prepared to make a deal with you. If you come home, I'll consider paying for college for you again."

Astrid stopped, her tongue suddenly unable to work properly, and all she could do was sit there in stunned silence.

"Think about it," her mom suggested, but there was some undercurrent to her voice that told Astrid she already knew what her daughter would decide, before she bid her goodbye, and hung up.


	8. A Path to the Unknown

Astrid swore she'd never cry in front anyone in this vile hospital, yet here she was, her eyes red as tears threatened to spill. At least it was just in front of her therapist, someone who was no doubt used to tears from her blubbering patients.

"I just don't know what to do."

She was sitting in the chair across from the therapist, resisting hiding her face and her weakness from the other woman, having just revealed her predicament about her mother.

Her therapist was looking at her sympathetically, and clarified, "Clearly you're torn between going to visit your family and staying here at the hospital."

Astrid nodded, furiously wiping at her face, only for more tears to appear and take their place. "I need that money so I can finish school," she explained thickly, "But I need to stay with Hiccup too."

The therapist nodded, and said, "Yes, that money certainly is important. And yet you're worried if you left him that it would be detrimental to Hiccup, that he might in the worst case scenario, relapse in some way."

"He needs me," Astrid insisted, "He can't make it through a night without me. I make sure he takes his meds every day, and whenever he's being difficult with the nurses they call me, and I calm him down so he doesn't get drugged up and dragged off again. I think more than anything else, he's afraid of that happening. When he's alone…bad things happen."

The woman clucked sympathetically, and offered kindly, "But he's made a lot of progress. Don't you think he'd be okay for just a few days on his own?"

"I-I…you're right, I know you are, but I guess I'm still hesitant and I don't know why."

"I might. Is there a possibility that you've become just as reliant on him as he has on you?"

Astrid chewed on her lower lip for a second, thinking, opting to look at the snow falling outside and the white sky behind it. The tree line was almost blotted out behind a wall of white. "I guess I'd be lying if I said there wasn't," she answered after a moment, "Definitely." She rubbed her hand harshly through her bangs, feeling a somewhat hysterical smile creep up. "When the hell did that happen? I used to hate everyone but my dog. I even thought Adrian had it out for me to a point. Stormfly was the only one who cared, and when she died, I just"-

She closed her mouth abruptly and looked down at her lap where her hands lay massaging each other in nervous fits. "Whenever I get the itch to throw up, Hiccup will take one of my hands and squeeze it as hard as he can. Then he just starts rambling about things, really random things. One time he started rambling about all the facts he knew about all the gemstones he knew about, another time he started telling me about all the kids he could remember at the orphanage, and one time he started asking me out of nowhere questions, like if I thought dragons and mermaids and the like were real. It took me a while to figure out that he was trying to distract me and get me to focus on him. And the strangest thing is, it works. My family was only there for me when it was convenient for them, so I've never had anyone to try and stop me from purging, and even if they were, I might do it just to piss them off. They're so good at pushing my buttons, and even though I haven't been allowed to purge since I got here, and the urges have been becoming less frequent, if they triggered me, I don't know if I'd be able to stop myself."

Her therapist nodded, and offered, "I understand your fears, Astrid. I do, I hear them expressed to me all the time, and I felt them myself long ago when I was your age. But here's what I think. You do need the money. And I think you need to have faith in how well you're doing. This could be a great opportunity for both you and Hiccup to see how far you've come. And besides…"

Astrid lifted her gaze from her lap, her hands red from her nervous massaging, and looked the therapist in the eye.

"The day will come when you'll leave the facility for good, and it'll come sooner than you think. When that happens, you'll have to leave Hiccup for a long time."

Astrid's eyes narrowed slightly, and she immediately retorted, "I'm planning on visiting."

"I'm sure you are," her therapist relented, "But you live on the other side of the country. Plus, you'll be busy with school and getting your life together. Travelling is expensive, you know that."

The younger girl did know that, and of course she knew that the day would come when she'd have to leave Hiccup for good, and she tried her hardest not to think about it. The reality of it was she would leave, and when she did it'd be hard for her to see him again. And deep in her heart of hearts, despite how much she believed in him and wanted him to be independent, the realistic part of her doubted there was a chance Hiccup would ever recover enough to leave the hospital. The nurses had told her the same thing over and over again; schizophrenia couldn't be cured, only controlled, especially in a case as severe as Hiccup's.

He'd never be able to live a normal life as a fully functional adult. And if in a one in a million chance he did manage to leave the hospital, the staff would never let him live on his own.

Astrid sucked in her breath, an idea suddenly occurring to her. "I know I'll have to leave," she said quietly, "And I know Hiccup will have to stay here. But what if when I went home, I finished school and got a good job? What if I proved to you guys that I fully recovered and have become mentally stable again?"

"Well that would be a step in the right direction for you," the older woman replied, "What would you hope to accomplish?"

"I'd hope I'd get my own place," the girl finished, her excitement mounting, "And maybe I could get Hiccup out of here and he could come live with me."

The room went silent, quiet enough that Astrid's breaths sounded unbearably loud to her, as she watched the therapist absorb the idea that had been presented to her. Seconds ticked by, and finally she told her, "I don't see why you couldn't aim for something like that. It'll be a lot of hard work, but if you're passionate about it, I think it could become a possibility."

The girl felt her face lighting up like a Christmas tree. Her therapist smiled back and asked, "Would you like to add that to your list of long term goals?"

Astrid answered without hesitation, "Yes."

Her therapist scribbled it onto her notepad, and it was set in stone. "Excellent. Alright, now before we break for the day, do you think you've made up your mind on whether or not you'll be going home? Or at least maybe have an idea of what direction you're leaning in?"

Her smiled dropped, and she began wringing her hands again. The snow blurred tree line drew her gaze once more. "I…yes. I guess I have no choice. I'll have to go. If I ever want to get Hiccup out of here, it looks like I'll have to leave him."
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They were in their room after the order for lights out had been given when Astrid finally gathered the courage to tell Hiccup the news. The whole day she had been putting it off, and even now she felt like the moment wasn't right. The familiar sense of deep peace that often found them in the evenings had finally arrived, which always seemed to make them extra affectionate with each other. Their hair was damp from their showers, the lights in their room were low, and Hiccup's head was in her lap atop her fleece blue blanket so he didn't soak her pants with his wet hair. He was curled up like a giant kitten, his eyes heavy lidded, and for all intents and purposes looked as if he wouldn't have a problem falling asleep right where he was. Cozy and drowsy, both of them had slipped into silence, a silence Astrid knew she had to break.

"Hiccup, listen, I have good news and bad news," she said haltingly, "Which would you like to hear first?"

Hiccup shrugged, half-hugging one of her knees and decided, "The bad news. Get it out of the way."

"Alright. My mom wants me to go home the week of Christmas," she said hastily, the words scraping her throat on the way out, "She says if I do, she'll consider paying for college for me again."

His reaction was immediate, and it felt like a punch in the chest even though Astrid had expected it. The sleepy fog lifted abruptly from his eyes, and he suddenly look very frightened, shoulders going very tense. His voice was very quiet and measured when he asked, "And are you going?"

She nodded, suddenly very afraid to breathe, and found she couldn't look him in the eyes when she answered, "Yeah." Astrid didn't bother to let him answer, too afraid at what his reaction might be, and instead plowed on. "I promise I really don't want go. Honestly, it'd be easier if I spent a week in a pit of pissed off cobras, but, you know, vipers don't have the money I need. I'm sorry, I'm so sorry, I wish that this"-

"No, it's okay," Hiccup assured her.

The rest of her explanation died on her tongue. She was shocked; those were certainly not the words she expected to come out of him.

Yet, even as he said this, his gaze flickered off to the side, unwilling to look at her. "I understand. If I were you, I'd go too."

"Are you mad at me? I wouldn't blame you if you were."

"No!" Hiccup exclaimed immediately, looking her earnestly in the eye, and she knew in a second that he meant it. "No. I'm just sorry your mom is doing this to you. It's not fair that she's putting you through this."

Astrid's stomach tightened, and before she could stop herself, she reached forward and began stroking his hair out of his face. He smiled up at her, leaning into the touch, and she almost wished he wasn't so sweet and forgiving, that he would get mad at her, beg for her not to leave. But no, he had to be so…_Hiccup_.

"I haven't told you the good news yet!" she told him, "I have a plan, and my therapist thinks it's a good one. When I finish school, I'm going to make sure I get a good job and get my life on track. Prove I'm cured and everything. Then I want to get my own place. If that all happens the way I want it too, I'm planning on maybe having you come with me."

Hiccup sucked in a breath so quietly it was almost inaudible. Astrid smiled tremulously, and finished, "I…would you like that? To live with me someday?"

He gazed up at her with unabated wonder, his mouth opening and closing several times, unable to believe what he was hearing, and finally nodded. "Yes please."

Astrid breathed a sigh of relief, and leaned down to kiss his hair quickly, before straightening up again and saying, "Good. That's what I needed to hear. That'll get us through the week, right?"

"It'll help," Hiccup replied, curling up a little further and pressing the top of his head against her stomach, tucking his arms against his chest, "See? It won't be so bad."

"I guess not. I just-I'm worried about you, mostly. I'm scared that...well, I just want you to be okay. You'll be by yourself and I know you hate that."

He smirked. "Alone in a hospital full of people?"

"You know what I mean."

"It's only seven days. Plus I'll have Toothless' visit to look forward to. You should be more worried that I'll forget all about you."

He laughed, and it comforted Astrid to hear it. Relieved at his reaction, she laughed with him and then tapped him on the nose, telling him firmly, "You're right. We'll be fine. We've both been doing really well. This won't be a problem. We're stronger than we think."

"Obviously," Hiccup agreed, wrinkling his nose, "You beat up three people for me. If that isn't strong, I don't know what is."

She shook her head fondly, and said, "Ah, but you fight monsters every day too. Monsters most men would run from. You'd make any warrior proud."

"I would?" he wondered.

Astrid grinned, and folded herself over him, covering him with her body and wrapping her arms around his waist. His shirt was riding up a bit, exposing his middle, and she kissed the slice of bare skin. She felt his diaphragm contract beneath her lips the same instant she heard him laugh, and she answered, "Definitely. You'll be fine. I'll be fine. Everything will be ooookay."

But as she couldn't see his face, she didn't see the smile left over from his laughter slowly fade away to be replaced by a worried frown.
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The car roared softly down the highway, yellow streetlights passing over them rhythmically. Hiccup and Astrid sat in the back seat, their clasped hands resting between them. Astrid's head lay against Hiccup's shoulder, her eyes closed and her breathing evening out as she started to doze off. Hiccup didn't blame her; her flight left before dawn broke, and they had an hour's trip ahead of them. His own eyes were aching and bloodshot, every muscle was stiff and he had the beginnings of a headache. His nose was buried in her loosely pulled back hair, wishing he could catch a couple of minutes of sleep along with her. Falling into the realm of dreams would be preferable to reality right now.

Part of the reason he was so tired was because he hadn't been able to sleep at all last night. He had lain awake for hours, incapable of relaxing, the thought of how this would be the last night in some time that he'd have Astrid with him spinning in nauseating circles through his mind.

He'd be completely alone.

He'd have to spend his nights alone, in the dark, just him and his thoughts. The monsters that Astrid kept at bay with her presence would no doubt see their opportunity and come back with a vengeance. He'd have to spend his days alone, with his weekly visit from Toothless his only reprieve. Hiccup had been trying to reach out socially, truly, but he found that it was just easier to devote himself to one person and ignore everyone else. And now his person was leaving him.

Hiccup took a deep breath, trying to stop his thoughts from spiraling out of control again. Instead, he concentrated on the fact that right now, Astrid was still with him, warm and solid and soothing. Right now, the monsters were quiet, and the heat blasting from the front made the back of the car very cozy. While he still had her presence, and at least an hour until they reached the airport, Hiccup closed his eyes, and forced himself to get some rest.

He felt as if he had just blinked, before Astrid was waking him up and telling him they had arrived.

Instantly his heart started to pound, and he watched from the back seat as Astrid and their driver unloaded her bags from the trunk and placed them on the sidewalk.

_She's still here,_ he told himself, _She's still here, she's still here. It's okay, calm down. You still have a few minutes._

"Gone, gone, she'll be gone soon," something growled at the edge of his hearing, cackling harshly as it faded away. Hiccup jumped in surprise, whipping his head around to his left, where he could have sworn the voice had come from. No, oh God no, this couldn't be happening now.

"Don't do this," he whispered, "Don't ruin my last few minutes with her. Stop it."

As soon as he said that, his old friends came crawling out of the woodwork. "We'll do whatever we damn well please, Worthless," the Boss Wolf stated, licking his chops.

"Worthless, worthless," the Snake mocked in a sing song voice.

"Shut up," Hiccup hissed, "Shut up, shut _up._ You're not the bosses of me anymore."

"Is that so?" the Boss Wolf wanted to know, "I think you're going to regret saying that."

"Worthless, worthless, worthless," the Snake continued to sing.

Hiccup tried rubbing at his ears, wishing he could scrub them out. Just then, the car door swung open, letting in a blast of cold air that shocked him back to his senses, and a warm, familiar glow quieted the two interlopers. They faded away, their voices echoing in his ears, and Hiccup shook his head. Then, he looked up to see Astrid crawling back into the car, closing the door behind her. He hoped she hadn't seen him rubbing his ears, but it appeared she hadn't as she scooted closer to him, gaze flickering between his face and the seat between them.

"I've gotta go now," she explained, "But I thought I'd say goodbye quick first."

Hiccup sighed, relieved that she was back, and he replied, "Not goodbye. Just farewell."

"Right," Astrid amended, tucking hair behind her ear, "I…I know this'll be good for the both of us in the long run. And I know you know I feel bad for leaving you, but"-

Hiccup waved her off, forcing a reassuring smile on his face, "Don't worry. I'll be here when you get back. And you said you'd call me every day."

"I did. It'll be an excuse to take breaks from my family, although my parents will probably throw a fit every single time."

Astrid shook her head, her eyebrows knitting together in a mixture of frustration and sadness. Suddenly their driver, one of the nurses, knocked on the window, telling her that it was time to go. She sighed, leaned forward and pecked Hiccup on the lips, before pulling him into a hug. Surprised at the kiss, it took him a moment before he wrapped his arms around her as well, nuzzling his nose into her neck and shutting his eyes tightly, a deeply pained expression crossing his face.

"We'll be okay, babe," Astrid murmured over his shoulder, her voice sounding thick. Hiccup hoped desperately that she wouldn't start crying, beause if she did then he would too.

"We'll be okay," Hiccup repeated, though he wasn't sure who he was trying to reassure.

Astrid kissed his neck lightly, and then began to pull out of the embrace. However, it was as if his arms had turned to stone.

He knew what was waiting for him as soon as she left.

But another knock on the window and a soft, reluctant, "I have to go now" from Astrid loosened his grasp. Slowly, with a heavy heart, he backed away, and he felt her jacket brush past the ends of his fingertips. Sound seemed to muffle as she opened the door and scooted out of the car. The slamming of the door behind her was a death knell to Hiccup's chest, and he watched as she gathered her bags, and slowly made her way up the snowy curb and towards the doors.

She stopped once she was in front of them, turned around, and waved one last time, mouthing, 'Bye.'

Hiccup whispered, "Bye," back, returning the wave, before she pushed her way through the airport doors and disappeared from his sight.

He almost didn't hear the driver get back into the car, but she must have seen the look on his face as he sat there, frozen, staring out the backseat window, and he was almost positive he looked like a lost puppy, because when she spoke to him, her words were soft and kind.

"Don't worry, Hiccup. She'll be back before you know it."

Hiccup didn't answer her, slowly sitting back down in his seat and buckled himself in, time moving by in thick, syrupy waves. Instead, he chose to stare out the window. It was far easier than forming words at the moment.

Feeling awkward, the nurse started the car, leaving Hiccup in his silent state as they left the airport, unable to take his eyes off the door where Astrid had gone in.


End file.
